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cover: courtesy the coca-cola Archives. this photograph is of a beverage kiosk 
near the rowing course at the 1928 olympic Games in Amsterdam, the Netherlands—the 
first appearance by Coca-Cola at an Olympic Games. Visitors to the 1928 Games found 
coca-cola on sale at all cafes, restaurants, and small shops called “winkles” and at 
many kiosks outside and around the olympic Stadium and the rowing course. Men 
wearing coca-cola caps and coats sold the bottled drink to the sporting crowds, while 
soda fountains near the entrances to the Stadium were available to those who preferred 
coca-cola in the glass. various advertising pieces were on display, including eight coca-
cola bulletins above each of the eight entrances to the olympic Stadium. the coca-cola 
bottler at Amsterdam erected coca-cola billboards and secured coca-cola painted walls 
along the main canals and streets of the city. 
Reviews
Bastian and Webber, Archival Internships: A Guide for 
 Faculty, Supervisors, and Students, 
 reviewed by Suzanne K. Durham
Prom and Swain, College and University Archives: 
 Readings in Theory and Practice,  
 reviewed by christine de catanzaro
Carmicheal, Rescuing Family Records: 
 A Disaster Planning Guide, 




The Coca-Cola Company Archives
The Coca-Cola Company Archives: Thriving 
Where Dilbert, Not Schellenberg, Matters
Gregory Markley
provenance, vol. XXVI, 2008
 It’s unlikely that many of the more than one million 
visitors who experience The NEW World of Coca-Cola in Atlanta 
every year know that a small team of archivists helped bring 
the museum to life. Selecting historical materials to display and 
verifying the accuracy of exhibits are just two of the tasks faced 
by Coke archivists. In a high-order challenge, the small archives 
team—just six people, including two from the communications/
clerical staff—based at the company’s corporate headquarters 
across from Georgia Institute of Technology is charged with 
guardianship of Robert W. Woodruff’s image of the 12-year-old 
company. Woodruff, longtime chief executive of the soft drink 
company, insisted above all that no employee allow his company’s 
good name to be sensationalized, trivialized, or appropriated for 
uses that would place Coke in a negative light. Working closely 
with advertising and marketing teams, Coke archivists seek to put 
a positive face on their company by using historical artifacts in 
ways that will bolster the company’s profits. This article describes 
how Coke’s archives department works and how it presents an 
image that would make Woodruff proud.
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 Woodruff’s vision even today guides the Coke team. 
That has been true since soon after he joined the company in 
192 at age  and transformed the Georgia business into a 
global sensation.1 Woodruff jettisoned any use of Coke that did 
not comport with the image he wanted for the company. In his 
manner, his writings, and his reluctance for personal publicity, 
Woodruff etched out a vision of his company as representative 
of the best of America, and eventually of the world. A fixture on 
his office desk was his personal creed: “There is no limit to what 
a man can do or where he can go if he doesn’t mind who gets the 
credit.”2
 Woodruff’s view is ingrained on Philip F. Mooney, who, 
although often seen on local and national television, manages to 
keep the focus on Coke and its history, rather than on himself. 
It’s true that being an archivist is not normally seen as a high-
profile position. But the nature of Mooney’s job with a legendary 
corporation forces him to become one of its chief advocates. Still, 
he guards against his own persona superseding the product and 
heritage he is promoting. Even with a project as big and meaningful 
as The NEW World of Coca-Cola, Mooney did not mind who got 
the credit. He and his small archives team researched historical 
information that would describe the museum’s exhibits. They 
also tracked down items to be displayed, whether artifacts of all 
shapes and sizes or valuable items from personal papers. Though 
Mooney had already been very involved with the creation of the 
original World of Coca-Cola at Underground Atlanta, which 
opened in 1990 and closed in 2007, he says the Coke archives 
department spent years, not months, laying the groundwork for 
the new museum. He is proud that he and his five employees 
played a key role in bringing the larger, more spectacular museum 
into existence. 
1 “Robert Woodruff (1989-1985),” new Georgia encyclopedia, <http://www.
georgiaencylopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp> (accessed August 18, 2008).
2 “The Personal Creed on Mr. Woodruff’s Desk,” Robert W. Woodruff 
Foundation, <http:www.woodruff.org/images/rww_quote_1.gif> (accessed 
August 18, 2008).
 Philip F. Mooney, interviewed by the author, September 21, 2006, The Coca-
Cola Company Headquarters, One Coca-Cola Plaza, North Avenue, Atlanta, 
Georgia.
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 Visitors to The NEW World of Coca-Cola first view a 
film highlighting the company’s many products and its global 
influence. The museum is adjacent to the Georgia Aquarium 
(opened in 2005 on land donated by The Coca-Cola Company) and 
within walking distance of Centennial Olympic Park (honoring 
the XXVI Summer Olympiad, in Atlanta). It cost $97 million to 
build and doubles the size of the original facility. Business writer 
Leon Stafford of The atlanta Journal-constitution examined 
the plans for the upgrade and reported: “The NEW World of 
Coca-Cola will feature a contemporary glass-and-stainless steel 
architectural design on one side, dominated by a 27-foot ‘frosted’ 
replica of its famous contoured bottle encased in a 90-foot glass 
cylinder. A glass window will display a smaller version of the 
lighted, trademarked Coca-Cola swoosh featured in the current 
building near Underground Atlanta.” There are more samples 
of Coke products, from water to juices to teas (the company has 
more than 400 brands worldwide), and more interactive displays 
to appeal to the computer generations. The old museum attracted 
on average 750,000 visitors a year; the new museum increased 
that by a third, to more than a million, in its first year. The space 
open to visitors has more than doubled, from 2,000 square feet 
to 60,000.5  
 Mooney has presided over the archives of The Coca-
Cola Company since 1977. These archives are located in the 
sub-basement of the company’s international headquarters. 
Mooney notes that this warehouse on North Avenue is home to 
more than 100,000 collectibles with an estimated cumulative 
worth in the tens of millions of dollars. The archives are not open 
to the public, and Mooney estimated in 2006 that as of 2001, 
just fifty people and two media outlets (The atlanta Journal-
constitution and adweek) had been granted access. Like his 
predecessor, Willard G. Kurtz, Jr., Mooney reviews the trove of 
historical documents and provides information to authors and 
researchers. Among the treasures at this 8,000-square-foot site 
are the original watercolor Coke ads by artists Norman Rockwell 
and N. C. Wyeth, commemorative bottles, and an extensive 
 Leon Stafford, “New Coke World Adds Pop,” The atlanta Journal-
constitution, April 17, 2006.
5 Ibid.
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selection of ad catalogs.6 Mooney says the original advertising 
catalogs help company lawyers battle false claims by people who 
say they invented a certain advertising concept.
 The Coke archives team is an example of fulfillment of 
two key concepts described in a 1978 book considered the “bible” 
in the field of business archives. Veteran business archivist Edie 
Hedlin’s Business archives: an Introduction identifies two main 
reasons to establish archives: public services and services to 
one’s company. Private companies, she writes, should develop 
their own archives to store records that cannot be maintained 
in crowded public archives.7 Hedlin notes that archives can 
prove invaluable in marketing, writing a company history or 
commemorative booklet, and public relations. She does not 
address the issue of litigation, a reason frequently given by 
other business archivists for the rise of their archives. Mooney 
explained that the Coke archives were created in response to the 
need for records relating to a 191 trademark case. Hedlin says 
at minimum, the archives must be staffed by a full-time archivist 
with a master’s degree or higher in history and archival experience 
and one or more additional staff members to handle routine tasks. 
Physical requirements include adequate space, equipment, and 
supplies; long-term environmental infrastructure; and facility 
security.8 
 Hedlin’s book still provides a firm grounding for corporate 
archivists, but Mooney has taken her analysis a step further in 
a book chapter published nineteen years after her trailblazing 
book. Mooney wrote that several myths and realities commonly 
characterize life for a business archivist. One myth is that 
executives and senior managers routinely use the archives to 
study past policies and programs so they can increase corporate 
productivity and achievement. He says the reality is that, “In 
all probability, the impetus for development of a historical 
collection was a single, seminal event that required historical 
documentation for an appropriate execution. However, when the 
6 Mooney interview.
7 Edie Hedlin, Business archives: an Introduction (Chicago: Society of 
American Archivists, 1978), 7.
8 Ibid., 7-15.
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immediate, quantifiable reason for archival support disappeared, 
so too did the archives.”9 A second myth is that companies rely on 
the archives to define the corporate culture and possible future 
directions for the company, based on past occurrences. The reality, 
according to Mooney, is that corporate culture is determined 
more by consumer trends and technological innovations than 
historical precedent. The archives must show themselves to be 
relevant to consumers’ tastes as well as a strong contributor to 
the company’s financial success. What happened before is only 
a tangential concern for management and shareholders.10 
 A third myth is that the number and depth of corporate 
archives have grown significantly since the late 1970s, when 
interest in the subject was so keen that Hedlin’s Business 
archives: an Introduction was commissioned by the Society of 
American Archivists. Mooney argues that corporate downsizing 
and acquisition-driven dislocations have led to closings of many 
company archives. Even the widely respected collections of 
Sears, Roebuck and Company, United Technologies, Boeing, 
and International Harvester (now Navistar) have ceased to exist. 
Mooney asserts that “The archival community can also play an 
important role in helping practicing archivists better understand 
the realities of work life in an environment where Dilbert may be 
more relevant than Schellenberg.”11 
 Yet what happened before in archival practice directs Coke 
archivists in their work. This repository does in many ways follow 
traditional archival procedures, but the principles are adapted 
to the unique demands and limitations of a business archives. 
“We arrange things in ways we can best use them,” Mooney said. 
“Item-level arrangement and description is inappropriate for 
us, we go down to the folder level. To classify each letter is just 
too time-consuming in light of all our other duties.”12 Ted Ryan, 
Coke’s manager of collections development, is a former chair 
9 Philip F. Mooney, “Archival Mythology and Corporate Reality: A Potential 
Powder Keg,” in The records of american Business, James M. O’Toole, ed. 
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of the SAA business archives section and a Coke employee for 
fourteen years. Ryan divides his collections into three categories. 
These include internal company papers, with the archives only 
keeping and appraising a tiny fraction of all available Coke 
records; a “very strong” audiovisual component (heavy in 
advertising and marketing); and three-dimensional artifacts 
such as vending machines. “We look at how all these artifacts 
can be used to promote Coke,” Ryan related. “Our holdings are 
a hybrid. It is all mixed together: original oil paintings, archival 
collections, etc.” Ryan marvels at how their small archival staff 
can handle such a volume of materials. “But somehow we get the 
job done, and we never get tired of handling and assessing Coke 
records, advertisements, and memorabilia.”1 
 Hedlin writes that as a rule, only between 1 and  percent 
of business records have any enduring historical importance. 
Ryan told the author the Coke archives retains just 1 percent of 
the company’s global records. On arrangement and description, 
Hedlin prefers provenance, or keeping records in original order 
and allowing for the relationship of a record to others originating 
from the same source to be obvious by arrangement.1 Mooney 
and Ryan stated that The Coca-Cola Company archives are 
organized according to provenance, as recommended by Hedlin 
and most other contemporary archivists.15 Ryan reports that 
the Coke archives are generally closed to the public, but on rare 
occasions entry is granted to scholars and journalists. In 2006 
Ryan denied a request from a Yale University student because 
the company archivists were too tied up with other projects to 
commit to a long-term visitor. “We were in the homestretch with 
The NEW World of Coca Cola, so we could not grant anyone 
access right then, because we were simply too busy preparing 
for the museum’s opening,” he said.16  
1 Edward (Ted) Ryan, interviewed by the author, November 13, 2006, The 
Coca-Cola Company Headquarters, One Coca-Cola Plaza, North Avenue, 
Atlanta, Georgia.
1 Hedlin, Business archives, 18-19.
15 Mooney interview and Ryan interview.
 
16 Ryan interview.
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 Mooney explains that as a museum for a private 
corporation, The NEW World of Coca-Cola does not relive the 
company’s mistakes, real or imagined. “The new Coke museum 
will have a passing reference to New Coke, for example,” he told 
the author in 2006, in reference to the company’s marketing 
fiasco of the mid-1980s. “But we don’t demonstrate every faux pas 
in the company’s history in our displays. We take a definite point 
of view—people can interpret it as they want. My responsibility is 
to present a marketing and merchandizing success story.”17 With 
those comments, Mooney identified a main difference between 
corporate archives and those in the public sector: The former 
seek to preserve a company’s image and enhance the business’s 
economic vitality, while the latter are public trusts and must put 
forward historically accurate depictions.
 Mark Weiner of Yale University wrote a 199 journal 
article criticizing the company’s first museum. Weiner described 
the World of Coca-Cola as being as market-driven as Coke ads. 
Visitors often labeled it “the Coke museum,” but Weiner called 
that a misnomer: “The World of Coca-Cola may contain museum-
like elements, but, as company archivist Philip Mooney has noted, 
the institution more appropriately should be understood as an 
‘EPCOT experience,’ a subtle combination of Disneyland and the 
Smithsonian. With a massive neon sign and housed in a 45,000 
square foot, three-story structure—a building that reveals every 
bit of the fifteen million dollars it cost to construct—the World 
of Coca-Cola has a mission to sell as well as to educate.”18  
 Weiner points out that controversies such as persistent 
claims linking The Coca-Cola Company to human-rights abuses 
in Guatemala, and the popular belief that Coke’s name derived its 
early ingredient cocaine, were found nowhere on the premises of 
the first museum. Weiner explains that Mark Pendergrast in his 
199 book, For God, country and coca-cola, determined that 
while Coke has not contained cocaine since the early 20th century, 
17 Mooney interview.
18 Mark Weiner, “We Are What We Eat; or, Democracy, Community, and the 
Politics of Corporate Food Displays,” american Quarterly 46 (June 1994): 
21.
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at one time it did.19 He cautions: “To deny this, to sweep this 
particular story under the rug of public relations—especially given 
that so many consumers are interested in the subject—is not only 
a violation of intellectual honesty but also undercuts company 
claims Coca-Cola is ‘owned’ by the public, for the public surely 
cannot own its present if it does not have full rights to its past.”20 
As Mooney’s statements indicate, the company makes no excuses 
for presenting a “happy face.” Any successful corporation would 
likely expect their archivists to duplicate Mooney’s approach 
and company museums would undoubtedly put the proverbial 
best foot forward to advance the company’s image and thus its 
financial health.
 But dealing with a marketing disaster such as New Coke 
at a company museum requires finesse and a high degree of 
tact. In 1985 the company was under a fierce challenge from The 
Pepsi-Cola Company, which was gaining market share at what 
Coke executives viewed as an alarming rate. So on the eve of the 
company’s 100th birthday, Coke’s flavor was changed to make 
the soft drink taste more like its onrushing rival. The response 
to New Coke was overwhelmingly negative; most people hated 
the new sweeter, fizzier stuff. What they really seemed to detest 
was the audacity of the company changing a traditional drink 
that they thought epitomized life in America. An 80-year-old 
woman in a nursing home called Coke headquarters and spoke 
for twenty minutes with the secretary to Donald L. Keough, head 
of the domestic soft-drink branch. Keough secretly listened in on 
the other line, and got an earful. He realized from the woman’s 
complaints that the company had tampered not just with a type 
of soda, but with an American icon important to millions of 
people.21  
 The tens of thousands of letters the company received were 
mostly from angry customers. One wrote: “Dear Sir: Changing 
Coke is like God making the grass purple or putting toes on our 
19 Ibid., 26. The book referred to is Mark Pendergrast, For God, country and 
Coca-Cola: The Definitive History of the Great American Soft Drink and the 
company that Makes It. (New York: Basic Books, 1993).
20 Ibid.
21 Thomas Oliver, The Real Coke, The Real Story (New York: Random House, 
1986), 154-156.
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ears or teeth on our knees”; another said, “I don’t think I would 
be more upset if you were to burn the flag in our front yard”; and 
a third wrote: “Monkeying with the recipe is akin to diddling with 
the U. S. Constitution.… Many of us aren’t interested in caffeine-
free, NutraSweet, diet slop, fancy gimmicks or new formulas. 
After all these years, the original Coke practically runs through 
our veins.”22 
 So how does the company address this marketing and 
public-relations tsunami in its museum and on its Web site? The 
answer is with surprising frankness and yet in a way that “spins” 
the story to make Coke’s decision-makers seem like they were not 
total fools. As for the first World of Coca-Cola museum, Mooney 
said there was “a passing reference” to the New Coke saga. The 
same holds true for the new museum which opened on May 2, 
2007, at Pemberton Place, named in honor of druggist Dr. John 
S. Pemberton who invented Coca-Cola in 1886.2 The “passing 
reference” to New Coke at the second museum amounts to a 
few panels along a long timeline in a large room detailing the 
company’s evolution since World War II.2  
 On the company’s “Heritage” Web site, New Coke’s strange 
short life and unlamented death are given fairly accurate play. 
The site is maintained by a Web master who works in Mooney’s 
department. A section on the New Coke episode (“The Real Story 
of New Coke”) acknowledges that consumer desire for Coke and 
sodas in general was declining in 1985, that the company took a 
giant risk changing the formula popular since 1886, and that the 
risk ended up “spawning consumer angst the likes of which no 
business has ever seen.” But the section argues that the episode 
had a silver lining because it signaled to the public and especially 
the stockholders that Coke executives would be bold in attempting 
to increase economic value for them. The Web site notes that 
at a 1995 New Coke commemorative employee meeting CEO 
Roberto Goizueta said he wanted his employees to recognize 
that “taking intelligent risks” as he and his cohorts did with New 
22 Ibid., 156.
2 The Coca-Cola Company, “The NEW World of Coca-Cola,” <http://www.the 
coca-colacompany.com/presscenter/presskit_nwocc.html> (accessed August 
18, 2008).
2 Mooney interview.
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Coke was essential for moving the company forward.25 Whether 
reconfiguring a soda that was viewed by many as an American 
icon comparable to apple pie and baseball was an “intelligent 
risk” remains a debatable question.
 The most encouraging aspect from a truth-seeking 
standpoint is that the “Heritage” Web site maintained by the 
archives department has a link where people can insert “New 
Coke Stories.”26 This reminds us that the New Coke episode, 
whether one supported the new formula or not, was a common 
experience that all Americans shared in the mid-1980s. Allowing 
Web site visitors to defend New Coke (the minority view) or vent 
their anger (though after twenty years the anger has subsided) 
is brilliant marketing. Most contributors just sweetly recount 
how their life was affected by the soda’s change, and this may 
lead them to think better of The Coca-Cola Company. Taking a 
contrary view to Mooney, but echoing Weiner, Constance L. Hays 
in her 200 book The real Thing: Truth and power at the coca-
cola company criticizes Coke for hiding its blemishes behind 
flashy interactive displays and glitzy bottle-filling machines. “The 
World of Coca-Cola makes no mention of the past or present 
ingredients in Coca-Cola. There is no mention of the clashes with 
bottlers, of the lawsuits filed by Coke’s most intimate partners 
when they felt the partnership being torn out of their hands. It 
transmits only the story that the company wanted the world to 
know.”27  
 Hays has a right to be concerned about The Coca-Cola 
Company not being forthcoming of its purportedly ugly side, 
managerial arrogance, and possible negative health impacts. 
Still, a company museum is not designed to tell a story in the 
objective way a newspaper should. Instead, it is a mouthpiece 
of the corporation no less than a press release or company 
brochure. With regard to the limits of corporate museums like 
Coke’s: Mistakes and controversies surrounding companies are 
25 The Coca-Cola Company, “The Real Story of Coca-Cola,” <http://www.
thecoca-colacompany.com/heritage/cokelore_newcoke_include.html> 
(accessed November 23, 2006).
26 Ibid.
27 Constance L. Hays, The real Thing: Truth and power at The coca-cola 
company (New York: Random House, 2004), 173.
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finessed or go unmentioned as companies recoil from wounding 
themselves. Thus, Coke puts the best possible face on the New 
Coke disaster, offers no references to the idea that cocaine was 
once an ingredient in Coke, and promotes globalization without 
regard to human rights violations.
 Companies like Coke with archives in 2008 can thank 
Firestone Tire and Rubber Company for leading the way. In 
1943 Firestone became the first company in the United States 
to hire an archivist and establish an in-depth archives program. 
Firestone executives had decided important records needed to 
be protected and preserved. William D. Overman, state archivist 
at the Ohio State Archaeological and Historical Society, was 
named the first corporate archivist. After Firestone founded 
its corporate archives, just six companies organized archives 
during the rest of the 1940s. David R. Smith, founder in 1970 
of the Walt Disney Archives, said business archives reemerged 
in the 1970s because many corporations were celebrating major 
anniversaries and needed archival records, papers, and artifacts. 
“The nostalgia craze made instant antiques and ‘collectibles’ out 
of the relatively recent products of many of our companies,” Smith 
stated. “Universities were turning out large numbers of history 
graduates who, finding jobs scarce in the field of education, helped 
convince some businesses that they could be useful in an archives 
program.”28  
 Elizabeth Adkins, in her 200 booklet A History of the 
Ford Motor company archives, suggests that other companies 
may actually have beaten Firestone for the title of first business 
archives. She found that several insurance and financial-service 
companies had established archives departments a year or two 
before Firestone. The forerunner of CIGNA Corporation, INA, 
set up an archives section in 192, though the company did not 
hire a professional archivist for twenty-three years. That archivist 
earned a place at the insurance/financial services firm after the 
corporate secretary saw the need for help in preparing for the 
28 David R. Smith, “An Historical Look at Business Archives,” american 
archivist 45 (Summer 1982): 130.
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company’s 150th anniversary.29 Procter and Gamble launched its 
archives in 1957, but the first archivist with specialized training 
did not start at the consumer-goods company until 1980. In 1987 
an archives program was implemented at Cargill Corporation, an 
agricultural and pharmaceutical company in Minnesota, but the 
first professional archivist did not come on board until 2000.0 
 The 1970s were a good time for business archives to 
start. Reasons included the U. S. Bicentennial in 1976, which 
helped make history fashionable again; many companies faced 
upcoming major anniversaries and needed to produce corporate 
histories; and the onslaught of civil lawsuits demanded that 
company lawyers have easy access to historical files to bolster 
their cases. The 1970s saw sixteen major companies start 
archives. Among these were Smith’s new employer, Walt Disney 
Productions (1970), Nationwide Insurance (1974), Wells Fargo 
Bank and Chase Manhattan Bank (both 1975), The Los angeles 
Times (1978), and the New York Stock Exchange (1979). In all, 
thirty-four companies initiated archives between Firestone’s 
establishment of its archives in 19 and the end of the 1970s.1 
The Coke archives were in existence only on an ad hoc basis until 
Mooney was installed as the first full-time professional archivist 
in 1977.
 Another major company on par with Coke that established 
its archives based on an anniversary was the Ford Motor 
Company. The impetus was the celebration of fifty years of the 
Michigan automaker in 1953. Within ten years, the Ford archives 
were being hurt by a negative economic climate. At that point, 
most of the Ford Industrial Archives’ holdings were donated to 
a nonprofit educational institution, the Henry Ford Museum & 
Greenfield Village. Remaining holdings stayed at the company 
headquarters. For more than thirty years, the Ford archives 
kept a low profile both internally and externally; it had but one 
employee. As Adkins, Ford’s director of Global Information 
Management, wrote in her company history: “Until 1995, no 
29 Elizabeth W. Adkins, A History of the Ford Motor Company Archives, 
with Reflections on Archival Documentation of Ford of Europe’s History 
(Dearborn, Mich.: Ford Motor Company, 2003), 34-35.
0 Ibid., 35.
1 Smith, “An Historical Look at Business Archives,” 127-133.
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one took much notice. But the upcoming Ford Centennial—yet 
another anniversary!—inspired both the executives and the Ford 
family to revive the archives and enable the historical record to 
be completed.”2  
 In a book chapter, Nancy M. Merz offers a case study of 
how the archives at Texas Instruments (TI) were established in 
199. Merz, a former TI archivist, recalls that the company began 
as an oil-exploration company, Geophysical Services, Inc. (GSI). 
When it began to branch out into integrated circuits and developed 
innovations such as the first electronic handheld calculator, a need 
was recognized for an in-depth history. New employees could 
then better understand their business; institutional memory that 
was being lost as older employees retired, resigned or died could 
be captured. Echoing aspects of Hedlin’s booklet from fifteen 
years before, Merz said an early concern for Texas Instruments 
was staffing (the average is two archivists and one clerk). Other 
concerns were placement within the larger company (TI archivists 
fall under the Corporate Communications and Marketing Group) 
and the need for a mission statement, which was generated and 
distributed to all departments so personnel knew the goals and 
services of the archives. Like the staff at Coke’s archives today, the 
TI archivists assist corporate staff in providing information for 
speeches, presentations, litigation support, and public-relations 
purposes, and for analyses of past events and programs. 
 
 Wilbur G. Kurtz, Jr., a Coke employee who spent a 
portion of his work day supervising the archives, was known for 
his encyclopedic knowledge of all things Coke and his steadfast 
promotion of the company’s image. He served as a bridge between 
collectors and the company and at The Cola Clan’s Third Annual 
Convention in Huntsville, Alabama in August 1977 he was given a 
special gift and honor. Kurtz was presented with a straight-sided 
bottle reproduction that was limited to only a thousand copies. 
2 Adkins, A History of the Ford Motor Company Archives, 1.
 Nancy M. Merz, “Starting an Archives: Texas Instruments as a Case Study,” 
in Corporate Archives and History: Making the Past Work, Arnita A. Jones 
and Philip L. Cantelon, eds. (Malabar, Fla.: Krieger Publishing Company, 
1993), 21-25.
 Ibid., 27.
16         Provenance 2008
An inscription on the diamond-shaped label paid tribute to his 
thirty-six years of service. An enthusiastic collector from Coke’s 
hometown, Margaret Almond, remarked that “Mr. Kurtz is so 
dear. We just think the world of him.”35 
 Mooney, who succeeded Kurtz in the archival role in 
1977, notes that one individual or another has been tasked 
to study the corporation’s history since the 190s. This early 
unofficial archives was absorbed within the public-relations 
department in 1969, and from there Kurtz built the resources 
to establish the separate entity that exists today.6 One instance 
where Kurtz’s contributions are clearly seen is in a letter Hugh 
Waters of Orlando, Florida, wrote to Robert W. Woodruff in May 
197. Waters suggested that The Coca-Cola Company restore the 
original drugstore where the drink was invented. Kurtz responded 
for his boss, “According to historical record, Coca-Cola was 
originated in 1886, a few years before Mr. Woodruff was born, by 
Dr. John S. Pemberton in his residence at 107 Marietta Street…not 
in a drugstore. This was accomplished by the constant blending 
of certain ingredients in a brass or iron kettle stirred with a boat 
oar. The record further shows that it was at Jacobs’ Pharmacy, 
at the corner of Peachtree and Marietta Streets in Atlanta, that 
Coca-Cola was first served as a soda fountain drink.”7  
 Thus Kurtz showed that he was actively engaged in 
historical research, among his many duties. His efforts earned 
praise: Waters told Kurtz he had just read The Big Drink: The 
Story of Coca-Cola by E. J. Kahn, Jr., “who said he couldn’t have 
written it without your [Kurtz’s] help.”8 Kurtz was a pioneer at 
reviewing the maze of documents in the archives and providing 
information to authors. Mooney, Ryan, and four other Coke 
staffers operate the same way today.
35 Pat Watters, Coca-Cola: An Illustrated History (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1978), 287.
6 Mooney interview.
7 Hugh Waters to Robert Winship Woodruff, May 10, 197, Robert W. 
Woodruff  Papers, Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory 
University, Atlanta, Georgia.
8 Ibid. The book referred to is: E.J. Kahn, Jr., The Big Drink: The Story of 
coca-cola (New York: M. Reinhardt, 1959).
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 According to Bruce H. Bruemmer, an archivist with wide 
experience in both business and public sector archives, the main 
difference between these two kinds of institutions centers on the 
working environment. “Business archives are the only archival 
institutions that are in a competitive environment (the corporate 
desire to outsource), and an environment that is generally hostile 
(more so than government or academic archives),” Bruemmer 
wrote in a message to the author.9 Bruemmer is the director of 
the Corporate Archives at Cargill, Inc., an international provider 
of food, agricultural and risk management products, and services 
based in Minneapolis.
 Corporations have a small patron base and so interest in 
what the archives do is minimal, he reflected in a speech at SAA’s 
annual meeting in Washington, D.C., in 2006. “At Cargill, I got 
the feeling (to steal a line from the late comedian George Gobel) 
that the world was a tuxedo and I was a pair of brown shoes. As 
I became more familiar with the work of other archival kindred 
spirits in different companies, I realized this angst was not mine 
alone.”0 He noted that Mooney of The Coca-Cola Company has 
written that success comes only to corporate archivists who are 
“aggressive self-promoters, seeking every opportunity to sell the 
use of the archival record for business enhancement.”1  
 Bruemmer argued that business archivists face a high risk 
because, “To paraphrase Calvin Coolidge, the chief business of 
American corporate archives is business. Ultimately, corporate 
archives are responsible to the shareholders, and the primary 
interest of shareholders is to increase their investment. A 
corporate archive can justify its existence from a number of 
perspectives, but its survivability is much more assured if it can 
contribute to the bottom line.”2  
9 Bruce H. Bruemmer, email message to the author, November 19, 2006.
0 Bruce H. Bruemmer, “Brown Shoes in a World of Tuxedos: Corporate 
Archives and the Archival Profession,” presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
Society of American Archivists held in Washington, District of Columbia, July 
31-August 5, 2006. 
1 Mooney, “Archival Mythology and Corporate Reality,” 62.
2 Bruemmer, “Brown Shoes in a World of Tuxedos,” 4.
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 Bruemmer said a key quality that successful business 
archives share relates to brand. Mooney once commented that 
the Coke archives are highly valued because they contribute to a 
multi-million-dollar legacy brand. Bruemmer elaborates: “Where 
the brand is king, you have companies that understand the 
reason to spend money to preserve that brand. I’m a bit jealous 
of my colleagues at Coke, Kraft, P&G, and McDonalds because 
they have a natural advantage over a company like Cargill which 
is not generally a consumer brand company.” Culture is yet 
another quality that helps determine whether a business archives 
prospers. Bruemmer touches upon one of Nancy Merz’s themes 
in her chapter on Texas Instruments’ archives: some companies 
attach more value to their heritage, and this is especially true of 
companies which still have family members heavily involved. The 
problem is that interest can disappear almost instantly, according 
to Bruemmer. “H. B. Fuller had a wonderful archive in the Twin 
Cities, but when a key family board member went off the board, 
the archives tanked.” 
 An additional quality that successful business archives 
require is having an archivist with a winning personality. The 
more engaging and skilled in interpersonal relations the chief 
archivist, the more likely the archives will be respected, well-
funded and staffed, and utilized. Bruemmer sees Mooney as the 
archetype. “At a workshop Phil distilled his success to one issue: 
everything you do is marketing,” the Cargill archivist said. “Your 
participation in committees, your dress, your interaction with 
other company officials, etc. As long as he has been at the Coke 
job he still is looking for opportunities for the archives.”45 In 
2000 Timothy L. Ericson, then archives program director at the 
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, drafted an award citation 
for Mooney when he was named a fellow of the SAA.6 Ericson 




6 The Society of American Archivists, “SAA Names New Fellows,” <http://
www.archivists.org/recognition/denver2000-fellows.asp> (accessed September 
5, 2006).
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“I think that anyone who is affable and approachable is ahead 
of the game in acting as a spokesman for his or her organization 
and [will] be a successful PR representative. These traits are, I 
think, a part of being a skilled archivist because promoting one’s 
program and the value of archival records is necessary to the 
survival of the program.”7 
 Bruemmer said Coke leads among corporate archives 
because four essential qualities (profit and loss as well as the just-
mentioned relation to brand, culture, and the personality of the 
archivist) are aligned in such a way that they positively impact 
the archives department. He wonders: “Why does Pepsi, with the 
same legacy brand needs, not have a professional archivist? I’ll 
bet it has to do with culture, personality, and perhaps profit.”8 
 One critical aspect of Mooney’s job is evaluating articles 
for historical accuracy in media coverage of the company. An 
example is his memo to Joseph W. Jones, Robert W. Woodruff’s 
executive secretary, dated July 17, 198, regarding an article 
written by Hugh Best that was slated to be published in a special 
issue of Debrett’s Peerage on the American Aristocracy. Mooney 
caught several errors in the article, including the claim that 
Coca-Cola creator Dr. John S. Pemberton invented the Botanic 
Blood Balm (it was developed by Candler family members) and 
that Asa Candler’s purchase of Pemberton’s interests in Coke has 
been estimated at $2,000 rather than the more accurate $2,300 
as stated in Best’s first draft.9  
 Philip Mooney’s long career at The Coca-Cola Company 
began in 1977 after Willard Kurtz retired. He came south as a 
thirty-two year-old archivist from upstate New York and became 
the company’s first full-time archivist. Mooney has carved out a 
national reputation for himself while making Coke’s repository a 
model of how a corporate archive should operate. He bridges the 
gap between making the archives department relevant to Coke’s 
profitability and supporting external clients such as scholars 
and journalists. He has developed enduring relationships with 
7 Timothy L. Ericson, email message to the author, November 1, 2006.
8 Bruemmer email.
9 Phil Mooney to Joseph W. Jones, July 17, 198, Woodruff Papers.
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the public relations, marketing, and legal departments of the 
company. 
 Upon receiving his Master of Arts degree in history from 
Syracuse University in the mid-1970s, Mooney was undecided 
as to whether he wanted to continue on for a Ph.D. in history. 
He heard of a job opening at the university library’s Rare Book 
and Manuscript Division, applied, and was hired. He quickly 
learned the fundamentals of archival management and found he 
enjoyed applying his historical-research background to archival 
operations. His next job was with the Balch Institute for Ethnic 
Studies in Philadelphia and from there he moved to Atlanta.50 
Mooney has kept active in the archival fraternity, publishing 
frequently in books and academic journals, teaching workshops 
on business archives for the SAA, and participating since 1998 as 
one of the select members of the Corporate Archives Forum. He 
has been a member of The Academy of Certified Archivists since it 
was established in 1989 and served as a regent for outreach from 
1998 to 2002. For Coke he has conducted scores of television and 
radio interviews, including three segments on The Today Show, 
and has appeared on The History Channel, the Food Network, 
and CNN.51 
 In an American Historical Association career guide, 
Mooney explained why his corporation developed its own 
archives. “At Coca-Cola, the need for documentation in a 1941 
trademark case underscored the need for the formal maintenance 
of a historical collection,” he said.52 Mooney oversees three 
professional archivists, a communications manager responsible 
for the company Web site’s extensive heritage section, and an 
administrative assistant. (This employee strength is roughly 
equivalent to that of industry giant Ford Motor Company. That 
archives grew from four people in 1997 to seven in 2007. However, 
50 American Historical Association, “Careers for Students of History: Profile of 
Philip F. Mooney,” <http://www.historians.org/pubs/careers/mooney/htm> 
(accessed August 27, 2006).
51 The Society of American Archivists, “Meet Your Instructor: Philip F. Mooney,” 
<http://www.archivists.org/prof-education/instuctor-bios/mooney.asp> 
(accessed September 9, 2006). 
52 “Careers for Students of History.”
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at the height of a major research project of Ford’s role in World 
War II in Germany, the archives had fifteen employees.53) 
 Funding for his department varies by year, Mooney said. 
“One year can be good, another year tough; funding depends 
on how your business is going,” he reflected. “You constantly 
have to justify and provide a reason for your existence.”54 
Mooney reports directly to the senior vice president of global 
communications, who is a member of the executive committee of 
the company. Similarly, at Ford Motor Company the archives (and 
the rest of Global Information Management including Records 
Management) reports to Corporate Services. The latter group 
has adopted an enterprise-wide approach to provide a range of 
services while keeping an eye on resources so the company can 
best benefit. Also, the automaker’s archives interact well with 
the Department of Public Affairs, its chief internal customer.55 
Similarly, the Coke archives are well respected among employees 
of all departments. 
 At Ford Motor Company Archives, Elizabeth Adkins, like 
Mooney at Coke, has turned the archives into a multi-use center 
of historical and statistical information. The Office of the General 
Counsel turns to the archives for assistance in developing Ford’s 
responses to litigation and regulatory issues. The staff at the 
Ford Archives conducts research to help Product Development 
understand and insert elements of classic design into new vehicles 
with long historical legacies (such as luxury car Thunderbird and 
sportscar Mustang). Adkins, a past president of the SAA, has 
turned the Ford Archives into an example of how diversification 
of functions can dramatically increase an archives’ worth inside 
and outside the company and thus its chances of survival. In the 
official history of the Ford Archives, she points out the importance 
of documenting and reporting on the services the unit provides 
to a wide spectrum of users. “The Archives has been able to show 
that the business value of its services continues well beyond the 
current celebratory year and is, in fact, timeless.”56 That durability 
can be said of the Coke archives, as well.
53 Adkins, A History of the Ford Motor Company Archives, .
54 Mooney interview.
55 Adkins, A History of the Ford Motor Company Archives, .
56 Ibid., 2.
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 According to Bruemmer, Cargill’s chief archivist, many 
business archivists spend more time providing “historical 
services” than handling traditional archival functions like 
arrangement and description. At one corporation, “almost 
nobody” from the internal clientele does research at the archives. 
“It is more of a corporate library environment, where the key is 
to provide analysis, not just raw research,” reported the minutes 
of the Ninth Annual Corporate Archives Forum (CAF), held 
in New York City in 2006. The archive referred to at the CAF 
meeting also conducts many tours, averaging 350-600 people 
each month. Archivists there have adopted a pro-active approach, 
promoting and publicizing their services. A second corporate 
archive was given one year to illustrate its value as an information 
source worthy of continued funding. According to CAF’s 2006 
meeting notes, “The archives has to educate new managers and 
push services to regional operations. They provide private tours 
and prepare client gifts with an historical theme. They also are 
developing a traveling exhibit for trade shows.”57 
 Assisting the company’s lawyers is a significant part of 
Mooney’s job. He also educates managers in the company’s 
history, and about its many brands. Mooney told AdWeek that 
when many people learn about the nostalgia-buff’s dream of a job 
he has, they are envious. “They say, ‘What a fun job that would 
be.’ And it is a fun job. But the part that people don’t realize is 
that there’s a discipline to it. There’s a lot of work involved in 
doing quality research.”58 Mooney recognizes that such dedicated 
effort results in a happier client base and a greater likelihood his 
archives will not be placed on the chopping block when economic 
times are rough.
 Mooney and the rest of the Coke archives department 
keep foremost in mind Robert W. Woodruff’s instructions of long 
ago: The product is number one. Just as Woodruff once refused 
to allow a photo to be distributed of a horse drinking Coca-Cola, 
so he refused to allow an image of himself on the cover of Time 
magazine in 1950. His longstanding executive secretary Joseph 
57 Meeting notes, final, for the Ninth Annual Meeting of the Corporate Archives 
Forum, New York, N.Y., May, 10-12, 2006.
58 Kathleen Sampey, “Seldom-Seen Archives Contain a Trove of Vintage 
Advertising,” adweek Midwest edition 42, no. 26 (June 25, 2001): 18.
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W. Jones recalled him saying, “The story’s about the company. 
It ain’t about me.” The resulting cover was the first in Time’s 
history to feature a product rather than a person.59 Mooney and 
his team have strong corporate support because they are adept 
at tying in the archives to the company’s profitability. Mooney 
succeeds because he takes the advice he offered in The records 
of american Business. There he argued that business archives 
must be “aggressive self-promoters, seeking every opportunity to 
sell the use of the archival record for business enhancement.”60
Gregory Markley received an M.A. in Education from Auburn 
University—Montgomery in 2005 and an M.A. in History (archives 
concentration) from Auburn University in 2008. He interned at 
the Jimmy Carter Library and attended the Georgia Archives 
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59 Frederick Allen, “Mr. Coke, Robert Woodruff: His Power Is Subtle, His 
Power Is Coke,” The atlanta Journal constitution, April 16, 1977, 1. The story 
of the Coke-drinking horse can be founded in Samuel F. B. Morse to Robert W. 
Woodruff, June , 196, Woodruff Papers.
60 Mooney, “Archival Mythology and Corporate Reality” in The records of 
american Business, James M. O’Toole ed., (Chicago: Society of American 
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The	 archivist’s	 job	 at	 all	 times	 is	 to	 preserve	 the	 evidence,	
impartially,	without	taint	of	political	or	ideological	bias,	so	that	
on	the	basis	of	this	evidence	those	judgments	may	be	pronounced	
upon	 men	 and	 events	 by	 posterity	 which	 historians	 through	








in	 1934,	 the	 same	 year	 that	 Theodore	 Roosevelt	 Schellenberg	













Washington,	 D.C.,	 and	 teaching	 archival-training	 courses	 at	
local	universities;	he	later	lectured	on	a	variety	of	topics	relating	
to	 archives	 in	 Latin	 America,	 Australia,	 and	 New	 Zealand.	 In	
1950	Schellenberg	was	appointed	to	the	prestigious	position	of	
director	of	Archival	Management	at	NARA.2	Schellenberg	soon	
published	Modern Archives: Principles and Techniques	(1956),	
and	in	the	years	before	his	retirement	in	1963	he	would	go	on	
to	 publish	 dozens	 of	 works	 on	 archival	 history	 and	 practice,	
both	 in	 the	 United	 States	 and	 overseas.	 Modern Archives	
is	 arguably	 the	 most	 enduring	 of	 Schellenberg’s	 writings,	 a	
kind	 of	 textbook	 for	 United	 States	 archivists	 that	 argues	 the	
importance	 and	 European	 origins	 of	 United	 States	 archives,	
examines	the	distinguishing	characteristics	of	archival	records	
and	 institutions,	 and	 outlines	 approaches	 to	 primary	 archival	
functions,	 from	 appraisal	 to	 documentary	 publication.	 Both	
records-management	 and	 archival-management	 guidelines	
are	 often	 illustrated	 by	 way	 of	 contrasting	 United	 States	
principles	and	techniques	with	those	of	other	nations,	making	
clear	 the	 latter’s	 “essential	 nature.”3	 Given	 this,	 it	 is	 perhaps	




	 This	 essay	 reviews	 Modern Archives	 to	 suggest	 the	
possibility	 of	 a	 concept	 of	 “archival	 allegory”	 that	 clearly	
draws	 from	James	Clifford’s	work.	 In	his	 introduction	 to	“On	
Ethnographic	Allegory,”	Clifford	writes:
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5	James	Clifford,	“On	Ethnographic	Allegory”	in	Writing culture: The Poetics 
and Politics of ethnography		(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1986),	
98.
In	 what	 follows	 I	 treat	 ethnography	 itself	 as	 a	
performance	emplotted	by	powerful	stories.	Embodied	
in	 written	 reports,	 these	 stories	 simultaneously	
describe	 real	 cultural	 events	 and	 make	 additional,	
moral,	 ideological,	 and	 even	 cosmological	 statements.	 	
Ethnographic	 writing	 is	 allegorical	 at	 the	 level	 both	




techniques,	 also	 is	 a	 “performance	 emplotted	 by	 ...	 stories.”	
Execution	 of	 archival	 techniques,	 as	 Schellenberg	 describes,	
literally	 reconstitutes	 a	 document	 into	 an	 archive	 through	
appraisal,	arrangement,	and	description	(i.e.,	bring	a	document	
into an archive, file it in an acid-free folder, and now call it 
“archival”).	Both	the	content	and	the	form	of	this	reconstitution,	
of	the	creation	of	an	archive,	are	intended	to	mirror	the	content	
and	 form	 of	 the	 subject	 (i.e.,	 what	 a	 government	 agency	 did	
and	how	it	was	organized)	that	 is	to	be	documented.	Archival	
practice	 is	 thus	 a	 kind	 of	 textualization:	 the	 archive	 is	 a	 text,	
the archivist is its author. While Schellenberg’s codification 
of	 archival	 practice	 may	 make	 many	 “moral,	 ideological,	 and	
even	cosmological	statements,”	this	essay	will	focus	on	how	the	
“archival	 allegory”	 of	 Schellenberg’s	 Modern Archives	 makes	
particular	ideological	statements	about	the	United	States.
	 To	 begin	 a	 consideration	 of	 “archival	 allegory,”	
this essay will first outline the conditions and limitations 
of	 the	 archivist,	 offering	 a	 reading	 of	 how	 Schellenberg’s	
identification of European archives as United States archives’ 
forebears circumscribes his codification of archival practice. 
Given	 that	 narrative	 frame	 of	 United	 States	 archives’	
emergence,	 I	 will	 then	 consider	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 archivist,	
Theodore	 Roosevelt	 Schellenberg,	 in	 the	 text,	 a	 seemingly	
unremarkable	 administrative	 work	 that	 benignly	 attends	 to	




technologies	 of	 reproduction	 and	 order	 enable	 the	 departure	
of	 modern	 archival	 practice	 from	 conventional	 practice.	
Highlighting	how	archival	practice	is	necessarily	circumscribed	
by	archival	studies’	inherited	vocabulary,	and	drawing	attention	
to	 the	 author’s	 presence	 in	 the	 text,	 this	 essay	 is	 a	 modest	
attempt	 to	 begin	 a	 discussion	 of	 how	 students	 of	 the	 archive,	
broadly defined, may better understand the circumstances and 
limitations	of	its	formation,	as	well	as	its	promises.
OVERVIEW OF MODERN ARCHIVES
	 In	 T.	 R.	 Schellenberg’s	 formulation,	 government	
records	 begin	 as	 “current,”	 useful	 insofar	 as	 they	 document	
(provide	 evidence	 of)	 a	 function	 of	 a	 government	 agency	 and	
its	 interaction	 with	 an	 individual,	 corporate	 body,	 or	 another	
government	 agency.	 After	 a	 “current	 record”	 has	 served	 its	
original	purpose,	the	archivist	must	determine	its	disposition:	




	 Disposition	 renders	 a	 “current	 record”	 into	 a	 “non-
current	record”;	moreover,	if	a	record	is	transferred	to	an	archival	
institution,	it	is	then	considered	an	“archival	record.”		Beyond	
a	 record’s	 value	 in	 documenting	 the	 function	 and	 transaction	
of	 an	 agency,	 which	 Schellenberg	 calls	 “evidential	 value,”	 a	




















First,	 Schellenberg	 discusses	 the	 origins	 and	 importance	 of	




“Production Controls,” “Classification Principles,” “Registry 
Systems,”	 “American	 Filing	 Systems,”	 and	 “Disposition	
Practices.” The final part of Modern Archives	 focuses	 on	
archival	 management	 which	 Schellenberg	 discusses	 in	 seven	
chapters:	 “Essential	 Conditions	 of	 Archival	 Management,”	
“Appraisal	Standards,”	“Preservation	Practices,”	“Principles	of	
Arrangement,”	“Description	Practices,”	“Publication	Programs,”	
and	 “Reference	 Service.”	 Schellenberg’s	 Modern Archives: 
Principles and Techniques	remains	true	to	its	title,	describing	
the	 origins,	 structure,	 and	 proper	 administration,	 or	 “best	
practices,”	of	categorically	modern	archives.
ARCHIVES BEFORE MODERN ARCHIVES
	 The	 proper	 administration	 of	 modern	 archives	 is	
necessarily	 delimited	 by	 the	 vocabulary—linguistic	 and	
conceptual—available	to	describe	those	practices.	At	the	center	
of	Schellenberg’s	account	of	the	emergence	of	modern	archives	
is	 the	 nation-state	 and	 its	 attendant	 lexicon.	 Indeed,	 his	
narrative	of	modern	archives’	emergence	relies	upon	narratives	
of	nation	in	France,	England,	and	the	United	States,	and	in	so	
doing	 foregrounds	 a	 tradition	 of	 archives’	 service	 to	 national	
projects.	 Understanding	 archives’	 raisons	 d’être	 and	 their	





	 In	 the	 case	 of	 modern	 archives	 in	 the	 United	 States,	
Schellenberg’s	account	makes	rhetorical	use	of	the	fundamental	
differences	between	archives	in	different	countries:
Archival	 principles	 and	 techniques	 have	 evolved	 in	
all	 countries	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 public	
records	 are	 kept	 while	 they	 are	 in	 current	 use	 by	 the	
government.	The	ways	of	the	United	States	government	
are	 basically	 different	 from	 those	 of	 the	 governments	
of	other	countries.	 In	 the	United	States	public	records	




techniques evolved in relation to new filing systems in 
the	 United	 States	 and	 those	 evolved	 in	 relation	 to	 the	
registry	system	abroad.8
	 Logical	 and	 benign	 is	 one	 reading	 of	 Schellenberg’s	
pronouncement	of	the	basic	differences	between	the	governance	
of	 different	 countries	 and,	 consequently,	 the	 archives	 that	
document	 them;	 however,	 another	 reading,	 especially	 given	
the	emphasis	on	the	“new”	in	“modern	archives,”	suggests	the	
politically	 meaningful	 ways	 that	 organization	 of	 an	 archive—
either through new filing systems of the United States or 
implicitly outdated registry systems of the “Old World”—reflects 
the	 structure	 of	 the	 government	 it	 serves.	 The	 above	 excerpt	
from	 Modern Archives’s	 introduction	 lays	 the	 groundwork	
for	 a	 study	 of	 how	 the	 archives	 of	 the	 United	 States	 are	
exceptional, reflective of the nation’s exceptional government, 
and	dialectically	related	to	that	exceptional	government.	Given	




	 Schellenberg	 asserts,	 for	 example,	 that	 the	 archival	
institutions	of	“France,	England,	and	the	United	States	will	best	
serve	to	illustrate	the	importance	accorded	to	the	preservation	





civilizations,	 the	 Middle	 Ages,	 Germany,	 Italy,	 Spain,	 and	
“other	countries.”9 He goes on to describe the origins of the first 
national	archives	in	the	world,	the	Archives	Nationales	in	Paris.	
Established	in	the	wake	of	the	French	Revolution,	the	archive	
was	 formed	 to	 keep	 “the	 records	 of	 the	 New	 France—records	
that signified its gains and displayed its glories.” By contrast, 
England’s Public Records Office was created for the “practical 
reason”	 that	 the	records	of	government	were	 in	disrepair	and	
the	“cultural	reason”	that	historians	lobbied	for	the	creation	of	
an	archive.10
	 Schellenberg	 continues,	 connecting	 the	 origins	 of	 the	
United	 States	 National	 Archives	 and	 Records	 Administration	
with	 those	 of	 the	 Archives	 Nationales	 and	 Public	 Records	
Office. As in England, United States governmental records were 
generally neglected; many were destroyed in fires throughout 
the	 nineteenth	 century.	 Moreover,	 between	 1900	 and	 1912,	
the	 Public	 Archives	 Commission	 of	 the	 American	 Historical	
Association	argued	for	the	creation	of	a	national	archive	in	the	
interest	 of	 historical	 scholarship.	 As	 in	 France,	 the	 national	
archive	would	house	 the	records	of	a	new	nation.	Taking	 this	
constellation	 of	 archives	 in	 England,	 France,	 and	 the	 United	
States	as	his	starting	point,	Schellenberg	concludes	with	the	four	
major	 reasons	 for	 the	 establishment	 of	 archival	 institutions:	
government efficiency, personal interest (to protect the rights 
of citizens), official record, and cultural purposes.  
 At first, of these four reasons, the final—“cultural”—
seems	 vaguely	 to	 indicate	 the	 importance	 of	 archives	 to	
national	 projects,	 as	 well	 as	 scholars’	 participation	 in	 such	
projects,	but	Shellenberg	explains:	“In	England	and	the	United	
States historians were the first to recognize the importance of 
public	 records,	 and	 largely	 through	 their	 insistence	 national	
archives	were	established	in	the	two	countries.		Historians	saw	
that such records in their entirety reflect not only the growth 
and	 functioning	 of	 government,	 but	 also	 the	 development	




How a caribbean community Lost Its Archives and Found Its History	(West-
port,	Conn.:	Libraries	Unlimited,	2003).		Also,	NARA	has	published	documen-
tary	editions	of	records	(twenty-eight	volumes!)	relating	to	the	United	States’	
continental	expansion,	Territorial Papers of the United States.	Government	
commissions on new territorial acquisitions in the Pacific, including the Com-








	 Schellenberg	 thus	 constructs	 a	 particular	 frame	 of	
reference	 for	 understanding	 the	 origins	 and	 purposes	 of	 the	
archive	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 Such	 a	 construct	 foregrounds	





analysis does not invite a definition of another form of archive. 
A	modern	archive	is	constituted	by	culling	non-current	records	
and	 is	 inherently	 borne	 of	 government	 bureaucracy.	 In	 the	
interest	of	streamlining	archival	practice,	and	in	the	expediency	
of	 understanding	 the	 French	 and	 English	 origins	 of	 modern	
archives,	 acceptance	 of	 Schellenberg’s	 articulation	 of	 archival	
principles	limits	the	vocabulary	for	understanding	how	archives	
are	constituted,	and	how	they	 function	and	 to	what	effect.	As	
Schellenberg	 both	 describes	 and	 prescribes	 the	 “essential	
nature,”	the	varied	functions,	etc.,	of	archives,	he	is	also	stating	
what	 an	 archive	 is	 not	 and	 cannot	 be;	 evident	 in	 these	 tacit	
omissions	is	the	ideology	of	American	exceptionalism	and	the	
allegory	of	the	archive.
EXCEPTIONAL TECHNOLOGIES IN MODERN ARCHIVES
	 As	 mentioned	 above,	 one	 of	 the	 crucial	 mechanisms	








of	 records	 characteristic	 of	 modern	 government	 bureaucracy,	
various	 technologies	 facilitate	 and	 streamline	 the	 work	 of	
the	 archivist.	 Schellenberg	 explains	 that	 “Certain	 physical	
conditions	for	the	creation	and	maintenance	of	records	had	to	
exist before modern filing systems could be developed.”13	 In	
other	words,	these	conditions	and	the	technologies	responsive	
to their demands help to define a modern archive.  Schellenberg 
focuses	 on	 two	 technologies	 developed	 in	 the	 United	 States:	
duplication and filing systems. More readily incorporated into 
the	work	of	a	recently	established	archive	in	the	United	States	
(1934)	 than	 in	 archives	 long	 ago	 established	 in,	 for	 example,	
France	(1790)	or	England	(1838),	these	technologies	enable	the	
creation	of	archives	that	are	uniquely	American.
	 Government	 agencies	 of	 the	 United	 States	 held	
voluminous	records,	both	original	documents	and	mechanical	
reproductions	from	press-copying	machines.	Invented	by	James	
Watt	 in	 1780,	 the	 press-copying	 machine	 was	 used	 in	 some	
government	 agencies,	 but	 “came	 into	 general	 use	 in	 the	 War	
Department	during	the	Civil	War	and	in	the	rest	of	the	Federal	
agencies	about	a	decade	later.”14	The	invention	of	the	typewriter	





of new systems that made use of recent file-related inventions. 
Products	of	the	necessity	to	manage	the	growth	in	government	
documents, these new filing systems’ “critical elements” were 
their	 capacity	 for	 “easy	 insertion	 and	 expansion”;	 such	 ease	
in	 insertion	 and	 expansion	 freed	 government	 agencies	 from	
maintaining	 their	 records	 in	 outmoded	 ledgers	 or	 registries.	
The first of these was a 3.5 inch x 8 inch wooden box invented 
by	 E.	 W.	 Woodruff,	 allowing	 the	 “sequential	 arrangement”	
of	 folded	 documents.	 The	 second	 of	 these	 inventions	 was	 the	
33Archival	Allegories
16	 Ibid.,	 83-84.	 	 Rosenau’s	 invention	 was	 promoted	 under	 the	 auspices	 of	
librarian	Melvil	Dewey’s	Library	Bureau	and	was	 later	 featured	at	 the	1893	
World’s	Fair	in	Chicago	(84).
17	Ibid.,	91.
vertical file, an invention of Nathaniel S. Rosenau, allowing—
as	the	Woodruff	box	did—the	easy	insertion	and	expansion	of	
files.16
	 Schellenberg	 suggests	 that,	 taken	 together,	 new	
technologies	of	reproduction	and	order	revolutionized	the	ways	
that	 United	 States	 archival	 practice	 would	 develop.	 The	 form	
of the archive—flexible and with room for expansion—indicated 
the	ways	that	United	States	archival	practice	would	and	could	





were	 in	 question.	 Especially	 lively	 is	 his	 discussion	 of	 Melvil	
Dewey’s	 decimal	 system’s	 shortcomings	 when	 applied	 to	
archival	records.17)		
	 These	 technologies	 seem,	 to	 the	 present-day	 reader,	
rather quaint insofar as it is difficult to imagine that no one 
previous to Woodruff had thought to fold documents and file 
them	in	a	box.		Nevertheless,	the	quaintness	(or	perhaps	even	the	
veracity)	of	Schellenberg’s	account	of	technological	innovations	
matters	 less	 than	 the	 weight	 given	 to	 them	 by,	 and	 in,	 his	






	 More	 precisely,	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 new	 technologies	
were first incorporated into the federal government’s War 
Department	 raises	 questions	 about	 which	 agencies	 most	
required	 the	 use	 of	 new	 technologies	 and	 why.	 The	 incidence	






to	 re-order	 the	 populations	 of	 new	 overseas	 territories	 may	
be	 read	 as	 inconsequential.	 Another	 understanding	 of	 that	
incidence,	 however,	 is	 possible:	 the	 content	 and	 form	 of	 the	
modern	archive	both	animates	and	embodies	ideology	endorsed	
and	promoted	by	the	War	Department,	an	ideology	of	American	
exceptionalism	 that	 elided	 the	 imperial	 characteristics	 of	 the	
United	States’	foreign	policy.	If	the	differences	in	maintenance	
of records reflect the differences in operation of governments, 
the modern technologies of United States archives reflect the 
new	 global	 power	 that	 the	 United	 States,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	
nineteenth-century,	was	coming	to	wield.
ARCHIVAL ALLEGORY OF MODERN ARCHIVES
	 Apparent	by	this	point	in	my	consideration	of	“archival	
allegory” is the occasional conflation of modern archives and 
archival	 practice	 therein.	 Analytical	 movement	 between	 these	
two	 discrete,	 if	 related,	 concepts	 is	 meant	 to	 highlight	 the	
allegorical	relationship	between	the	modern	archive	(the	object),	









categories,	 and	 categorizers.	 It	 suggests,	 as	 in	 Clifford’s	
discussion	 of	 ethnographic	 allegory,	 that	 both	 the	 modern	
archive	 and	 archival	 practice	 therein	 are	 allegorical	 both	 in	
“content	(what	it	says	about	cultures	and	their	histories)”	and	
“form	(what	is	implied	by	its	mode	of	textualization).”18
	 The	 (sometimes	 tedious	 and	 rather	 convoluted)	 labor	
of	making	sense	of	how	Schellenberg’s	Modern Archives	could	
be	 “archival	 allegory”	 raises	 the	 simple	 question,	 Why?	 What	
purpose	does	such	a	concept	serve?	For	students	of	the	archive,	
broadly defined, an understanding of “archival allegory” suggests 
the	 conceptual	 boundaries	 around	 the	 formation	 of	 archival	











writing	 about	 modern	 archives.	 To	 assert	 that	 this	 canonical	
text	is	not	outside,	beyond,	or	above	ideology	is	not	necessarily	
to discount all of its arguments. Rather, to suggest the specific 





of	 “archival	 allegory,”	 and	 Modern Archives	 as	 an	 expression	
of	it,	simply	suggests	the	need	for	an	expanded	vocabulary	and	
dispels	any	remaining	notions	of	facile	objectivity	in	archives.	
It	 implies	 the	 need	 to	 recognize	 and	 grapple	 with	 the	 always	
politicized	nature	of	archives.
CULTURAL STUDIES FOR MODERN ARCHIVES
	 That	 said,	 the	 form	 of	 such	 “grappling”	 remains	




of another field may be fruitfully enlisted. One such field may 
be	that	of	cultural	studies,	perhaps	made	evident	by	this	essay’s	
attempt	 to	 apply	 James	 Clifford’s	 work	 on	 “ethnographic	
allegory”	to	the	study	of	archival	theory	and	practice.		
	 As	 one	 narrative,	 albeit	 disputed,	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	
cultural studies holds, the field was founded in Britain by Marxist 
scholars	 concerned,	 as	 their	 theoretical	 orientation	 would	
suggest,	 with	 the	 reproduction	 of	 class	 structure	 in	 Europe.19	
Additionally,	 the	work	of	 scholars	outside	of	 the	Birmingham	
School	(including,	for	example,	Michel	Foucault’s	examination	
of	the	birth	of	the	prison	in	France	and	Walter	Benjamin’s	study	
of the reproduction of art and film) suggests concern with how 
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	 Given	 that	 Clifford’s	 application	 of	 the	 concept	 of	
allegory	 to	 anthropological	 practice	 introduces	 the	 possibility	






and	never	 transcendent	of	 ideology,	and	then	considering	 the	
role of duplication (or reproduction) and filing (or order) in 





Roosevelt	 Schellenberg’s	 Modern Archives	 about	 the	 crucial	
role	 of	 the	 archivist	 in	 establishing	 truth.	 The	 work	 of	 the	
archivist,	 Schellenberg	 suggests,	 is	 “to	 preserve	 the	 evidence,	
impartially,	without	taint	of	political	or	ideological	bias”;	though	
a	 formidable	 task,	 the	 (implied)	 virtue	 of	 archival	 work	 is	 its	
commitment	to	transcending	politics	and	ideology,	to	building	
an	unbiased	historical	record.	Schellenberg’s	Modern Archives 
thus	 attempts	 both	 to	 make	 a	 timeless	 statement	 about	 the	
archivist’s	place	in	a	modern	world	and	to	stake	a	claim	about	
the	importance	of	the	archive	to	the	articulation	of	modernity.
	 Review	 of	 Schellenberg’s	 writing	 about	 archival	 work,	
however,	belies	claims	of	 timelessness,	suggesting	 instead	the	
historical specificity of his scholarship.  Indeed, in the fifty years 








figuratively contained by the ideological vocabulary available 
to	the	archivists	who	create	them.	Consideration	of	the	content	
and	form	of	archives,	then,	indicates	that	they	are	a	potentially	
important	 site	 of	 investigation	 for	 cultural	 studies	 (not	 only	
archival	 studies,	 as	 discussed	 above);	 after	 all,	 the	 archive	 is	
often	both	the	site	and	the	source	for	the	production	of	much	
historical	scholarship.	To	explore	how	the	archive	(at	least	as	it	is	
defined by Schellenberg) is at once repressive and ideologically 
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and	 building	 on	 the	 structure.	 The	 generalizable	 elements	
of	 a	 solution	 can	 be	 repeated,	 predicted,	 explained,	 taught,	






Document	 Type	 Definition	 (DTD).	 This	 was	 to	 be	 a	 scripted	
language,	 much	 like	 the	 more	 commonly	 known	 HyperText	
Markup	 Language	 (HTML),	 for	 describing	 and	 posting	 the	
standardized	elements	of	finding-aid	documents	to	the	World	






According	 to	 Dennis	 Meissner,	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 release	 of	
version	1.0,	many	of	the	archivists	involved	in	the	push	seemed	
to	nurse	some	small,	defiant	hope	that	for	their	institutions	the	








	 Choosing	 their	 battles,	 the	 creators	 of	 EAD,	 according	
to	Janice	E.	Ruth,	focused	on	creating	a	standard	hierarchical	
structure	 for	 collection-level	 data.3	 To	 their	 immense	 credit,	
it	 is	 now	 a	 relatively	 simple	 process	 to	 transfer	 collection-
level	 data	 between	 institutions	 and	 software	 platforms.	 The	






















scription on the Internet,	Pitti	and	Duff,	eds.	(New	York:	The	Haworth	Press,	
Inc.,	2001),	3.
BACKGROUND
	 One	 frequent	 conception	 among	 newcomers	 to	 EAD	
and	 Web-database-driven	 administrative	 software	 for	 the	







documents	 were	 all	 as	 full-text	 searchable	 as	 a	 specialized	
archival		XML	document	later	would	be.	But	Holland	and	Nielsen	
also	believed	that	 full-text	was	not	enough;	 it	did	not	“relieve	












standardized	 groupings	 and	 hierarchies	 is	 to	 lend	 machine-
readable	 meaning	 to	 the	 archival	 information	 elements	 that	
underlie	 the	visual	display.	The	computer	needs	 to	be	able	 to	
use	 the	 arrangement	 to	 translate	 the	 content	 according	 to	 an	
XML	DTD	 that	 tells	 it	what	 to	 expect	 to	 find,	 and	where.	 As	
Stephen	J.	DeRose	phrased	it	in	1997,	“Structured	information	is	
information	that	is	analyzed.	[O]nly	when	information	has	been	








of	 other	 tags,	 the	 computer	 can	 discern	 infinitely	 recurring	
hierarchical	relationships.	For	computers,	“navigation	requires	






using	 a	 local	 stylesheet,	 but	 it	 would	 be	 possible	 to	 do	 other	
things,	 like	 create	 a	 stylesheet	 modeled	 to	 look	 like	 a	 Swiss	
cheese	version	of	a	 library	catalog	entry	 to	create	a	draft	of	a	








already	 represented	 in	 EAD,	 the	 team	 added	 an	 optional	
ENCODING	ANALOG	attribute,	which	permits	the	designation	














Journal of archival organization	4,	n.	3/4	(2006):	106	(table).	
	 EAD	 was	 meant	 to	 allow	 a	 researcher	 to	 search	 the	
archives	of	the	entire	world	all	at	once,	by	typing	in	a	question	that	
could	be	interpreted	and	answered	by	all	the	many	and	different	
worldwide	 machines.	 Daniel	 Pitti	 and	 Wendy	 M.	 Duff	 called	




records	 and	 collections	 and	 to	 ‘virtually’	 integrate	 collections	
related	 by	 provenance,	 but	 dispersed	 geographically	 or	
administratively.”10		This	was	to	be	accomplished	by	convincing	
everyone	to	use	 the	same	EAD	structure	and	applying	 tags	 in	
a	software-generalizable	manner.	It	was	also	meant	 to	ensure	
that	 if	 one	 university	 sent	 another	 a	 file	 containing	 one	 of	











complex	table	systems	allow	an	archivist	 to	 list	 the	data	 from	
each	of	the	XML	finding	aids	one	after	another,	as	one	would	
enter	multiple	 line-entries	 in	a	flat	spreadsheet	 like	Excel,	yet	
still	keep	track	of	all	of	the	complex	hierarchies	and	relationship	
groupings.	 The	 most	 common	 of	 these	 table-management	
systems	that	lets	an	archivist	list	multiple	XML	documents-worth	
of	information	inside	a	single	traditional	table-structure	is	called	
MySQL.	 “My”	 is	 an	 adornment,	 but	 SQL	 means	 “Structured	
Query	Language.”	It	is	called	“query	language”	because	it	allows	
for	 lots	 of	 advanced	 search	 capabilities	 by	 standardizing,	 or	
structuring,	the	layers	of	hierarchy	inside	of	which	unique	data	
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are	 described.	 By	 using	 a	 MySQL	 table	 to	 store	 the	 data,	 all	




	 Administrative	 software	 designed	 to	 input	 and	 extract	
data	 to	 and	 from	 these	 hierarchical	 spreadsheets,	 or	 MySQL-
managed	 tables,	 allows	 archivists	 to	 manipulate	 data	 using	
customized	 interfaces.	 For	 example,	 one	 administrative	
software	component	might	be	fill-in-the-blank	forms	and	menu	
selections	for	new	collection	data	entry,	rather	than	requiring	
raw-encoded	 EAD.	 An	 early	 example	 of	 this	 would	 be	 the	
University	 of	 Illinois’s	 Archon	 (Archives-Online)	 software-
development	 project	 co-authored	 by	 Chris	 Prom	 and	 Scott	
Schwartz.	Another	emerging	example	is	the	Archivists’	Toolkit	







aid	 that	 can	 be	 displayed	 in	 a	 standardized	 EAD	 tag-code,	 or	
even	a	MARC	record	draft.12	If	any	of	the	early	examples	of	this	
kind	 of	 administrative	 software	 system	 were	 to	 become	 fully	
functional,	it	would	no	longer	be	essential	for	an	archivist	to	be	
able	to	encode	raw	EAD	or	program	and	customize	a	delivery	





delivery	 systems	 that	 utilize	 these	 untapped	 functionalities.13	
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Though	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 these	 local	 systems	 might	 one	 day	




	 Software	 programmers	 generally	 attempt	 to	 write	
collection-administration	 programs	 so	 broad	 and	 open	 as	
to	 accommodate	 multi-institutions’	 local	 container-level	
structurings.	That	way	the	software	can	be	marketed	and	sold	
broadly.	 The	 software,	 once	 installed,	 however,	 requires	 that	
the	 local	 institution	 hire	 its	 own	 programmer	 to	 “finish	 off”	
and	 customize	 the	 functionality	 so	 that	 it	 will	 accommodate	
the	 locally	 chosen	 hierarchical	 structures	 for	 the	 container-
list,	and	the	end	result	is	that	inevitably	the	software	becomes	
locally	distinct	again,	incompatible	with	other	offshoots	of	the	
same	 original	 marketed	 package.	 Because	 many	 archives	 are	
still	 trading	 individual	 data	 sets	 between	 these	 systems	 using	
EAD	 documents	 as	 the	 “Esperanto”	 of	 the	 digital	 finding-aid	
lexicon,	 it	 might	 be	 efficient	 to	 consider	 that	 some	 further	
standardization	of	the	underlying	hierarchical	structure	of	EAD,	




	 Structured	 database	 software	 systems	 like	 Archon,	




experienced	 programmer	 can	 steer	 the	 collection-level	 fields	
from	one	EAD	XML-generating	program	into	any	other,	writing	
a	script	with	instructions	that	allow	the	computer	to	carry	out	
the	 transfer	 automatically.	 However,	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	
container-level	data,	much	of	this	potential	for	clean	exchange	
falls	apart.	It	is	rare	and	perhaps	unheard	of	for	one	archive’s	
local	 EAD-compatible	 administration-software	 platform	 to	
trade	 container-level	 data	 smoothly	 with	 another’s,	 or	 for	 a	
program	 that	 searches	 multiple	 institutions’	 data	 with	 any	
search	method	other	 than	full-text	keyword	searching	to	read	
and	negotiate	 in	a	 fully	 functional	manner	among	all	of	what	




finding	 aids	 into	 a	 table-driven	 piece	 of	 software	 instead	 of	
hand-coding	them,	he	or	she	faces	several	hurdles.	If	previous	
archivists	 have	 already	 implemented	 one	 of	 many	 arbitrary	
systems	 for	 hand-coding	 EAD	 documents	 one-by-one,	 it	 is	
unlikely	 that	 the	 box	 lists	 will	 upload	 correctly	 into	 any	 new	
commercial	 collection-management	 program.	 The	 collection-
level	 data	 will	 fare	 better,	 generally,	 but	 collection-level	 data	
are	 usually	 just	 a	 few	 pages	 long	 at	 most,	 whereas	 container-
level	 data	 may	 go	 on	 for	 thirty	 or	 forty	 pages.	 With	 that	 in	
mind,	 the	 archivists	 who	 previously	 have	 been	 hand-coding	
EAD	documents	for	the	institution	will,	quite	understandably,	
want	 to	 stick	 with	 their	 current	 non-database-structured	
process.	If	they	are	in	compliance	with	EAD	display	standards,	
they	will	see	no	advantage	to	re-coding	or	migrating	hundreds	
or	 thousands	 of	 lines	 of	 data,	 just	 so	 that	 it	 can	 be	 uploaded	
and	stored	in	a	particular	piece	of	software	that	allows	for	the	
same	sort	of	controlled	searching,	particularly	if	that	software,	
unlike	 the	 perceived-EAD,	 is	 not	 standard	 to	 all	 institutions.	





































level	 data,	 it	 would	 seem	 possible	 for	 archivists	 to	 unite	 and	
determine	 an	 optimal,	 software-interpretable,	 generalizable	
skeleton	upon	which	to	model	new	container	lists.	







	 These	 arguments	 are	 based	 in	 part	 on	 a	 lack	 of	
understanding	 of	 the	 term	 “standardization”	 in	 the	 context	
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	 The	 cataloger	 places	 the	 new,	 unique	 heading	 in	 a	
meaningful	 non-unique	 position	 within	 the	 existing	 body	 of	
vocabulary	 so	 that	 others	 can	 understand	 it,	 as	 well	 as	 locate	
it	for	later	applications.	The	system	of	using	headings	and	the	







Historically,	 users	 have	 not	 “browsed”	 archival	 shelves,	 and	
boxes	from	a	single	collection	have	not	had	to	sit	next	to	each	
other	 on	 the	 shelf.	 Now,	 however,	 it	 has	 become	 possible	 to	
create	 virtual,	 browseable	 electronic	 shelves	 by	 presenting	
a	 falsely	 organized	 view	 of	 a	 collection	 that	 can	 quite	 easily	
refer	back	to	a	disordered	physical	reality.	EAD	and	collection-
administrative	 programs	 can	 impose	 some	 useful	 regulation	
on	this	wide-open	descriptive	situation	so	that	researchers,	as	
well	as	archivists,	can	make	informed	assumptions	about	where	
to	 look	 electronically	 for	 descriptive	 data	 even	 if	 the	 physical	
arrangement	of	the	materials	is	unique.	Many	of	the	scenarios	













been	 processed	 before	 certain	 descriptive	 practices	 were	 put	
in	 place,	 or	 perhaps	 the	 current	 descriptive	 practice	 seems	
unclear.	 	 EAD,	 for	 its	 part,	 allows	 for	 a	 plethora	 of	 solutions,	
without	 making	 it	 clear	 which	 one	 will	 result	 in	 the	 most	
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15	Ruth,	encoded archival Description,	315.
frequently	 applied	 structure	 for	 each	 case.	 If	 archivists	 could	
agree	 upon	 a	 standardized,	 optimal	 hierarchical	 container-
level	shell	schema	for	newly	encoded	finding	aids	that	directed	
structuring	 of	 these	 common	 scenarios,	 then	 even	 if	 archives	
keep	legacy	templates	intact,	looking	to	a	more	collective	future,	
it	 might	 enable	 commercial	 programmers	 to	 create	 programs	
with	higher	delivery	functions	for	a	larger,	more	viable	customer	
base,	rather	than	having	to	spend	their	energies	creating	one-












as	 intellectual	 sub-sub-series	 bearing	 scope	 notes	 and	 dates,	
and	 others	 treat	 boxes	 as	 strictly	 physical	 locations	 whereas	
folders	bear	scope	notes	and	dates.	Sometimes	within	a	single	
finding	 aid	 it	 is	 possible	 to	find	 examples	 of	 both	 intellectual	
and	strictly	physical	treatments	of	“box.”	In	the	context	of	prose	
and	 individual	 free-standing	 EAD	 documents,	 such	 variety	 is	
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up	EAD	container	lists.	If	physical	elements	could	be	exclusively	
relegated	 to	 serving	 an	 attribute-function	 within	 intellectual	
structure,	 it	 might	 in	 fact	 grant	 archivists	 more	 freedom	 of	
physical	 description	 without	 disrupting	 software-compatible	
container-level	arrangements.	
			 For	 optimal	 software	 and	 peer	 compatibility,	 tag	
hierarchy	must	be	consistent,	even	if	attributes	are	flexible.	On	
a	family	tree,	for	instance,	the	grandmother	must	always	be	the	




any	 intellectual	 sub-elements	 such	 as	 titles	 and	 dates.	 Any	
physical	item	such	as	a	box	or	folder	entered	in	EAD	could	be	
required	to	have	some	level	of	intellectual	structure	surmounting	
and	 anchoring	 it,	 from	 which	 it	 would	 consistently	 inherit	 its	
descriptive	traits.		
	 In	 XML	 markup	 terms,	 this	 would	 mean	 something	
like	 displacing	 all	 of	 the	 <container>	 tags	 and	 attributes	 and	
assigning	them	as	attributes	within	intellectual	tags	such	as	the	
<c>	tags.		The	“box”	might	not	sometimes	be	hierarchically	above	










that	 reason,	 “file”	 is	 clearly	 always	 arranged	 hierarchically	
below	 the	 series	 and	 subseries,	 never	 above.	 “File”	 is	 thus	
already	 hierarchically	 stable	 as	 a	 part	 of	 the	 intellectual	 <c>	
tag	 structure,	 and	 the	 <container>	 tag’s	 attribute-destination	
“folder”	 should	 conceivably	 be	 able	 to	 cede	 to	 “file.”	 “Folder”	








design	 customized	 collection	 administrative	 software,	 one	 of	
the	 best	 ways	 to	 explicate	 this	 type	 of	 suggestion	 is	 through	
the	 use	 of	 illustrations.	 As	 explained	 in	 section	 7.2.5	 of	 the	
EAD	 Application	 Guidelines,	 version	 1.0,	 one	 XML	 tag	 can	
only	 inherit	 an	 attribute	 from	 another	 if	 it	 falls	 within	 the	
family	of	that	tag,	after	the	opening	parent-tag	and	before	the	
closing	 one.16	 Similarly,	 in	 a	 normal	 XML	 structure	 designed	
for	 an	 archive,	 if	 there	 were	 a	 series	 that	 consisted	 mostly	 of	





series,	 if	 they	 invoked	 the	 attribute	 “container”	 by	 assigning	
a	 container	 number,	 would	 inherit	 the	 container-type	 “box”	









	 	 	 Item	1	—	Letter	from	Jim







Behind	 the	 scenes,	 meanwhile,	 the	 administration	 software	
program	 could,	 among	 other	 things,	 format	 this	 list	 into	










	 	 	 <unittitle>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Jim	and	Ralph
	 	 	 	 <unitdate	type=“inclusive”>
	 	 	 	 1920-1940
	 	 	 	 </unitdate>
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	
	 	 	 <c03	level=“item”>1
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 	 <unittitle	>Letter	from	Jim
	 	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>
	 	 	 </c03>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“item”>2
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 	 <unittitle	>	Letter	from	Ralph
	 	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>





	 	 	 <unittitle>
	 	 	 	 Correspondence
	 	 	 	 <unitdate	type=“inclusive”>
	 	 	 	 2004-2006
	 	 	 	 </unitdate>





	 	 	 <unittitle>
	 	 	 Framed	award







	 	 	 <unittitle>
	 	 	 Framed	award






	 	 	 <unittitle>
	 	 	 Book






	 If	 a	 series	 were	 composed	 of	 two	 boxes	 and	 each	 box	
held	a	different	kind	of	content	that	required	titling,	rather	than	
assigning	 titles	 to	 the	boxes	 themselves	 in	XML,	 the	archivist	
would	 need	 to	 impose	 an	 extra	 level	 of	 “subseries”	 structure	
within	 the	 code	 (not	 on	 the	 box-labels	 of	 the	 actual	 boxes—
just	 electronically	 within	 EAD)	 using	 unnumbered	 subseries.	
Unnumbered	 <c>	 tags	 might,	 for	 example,	 always	 indicate	
that	a	 level	existed	only	 in	XML	hierarchical	structure,	not	 in	





“subseries”	 level	 tags	that	 fell	hierarchically	within	the	parent	
series.
	 The	 archivist	 would	 enter	 the	 collection	 into	 an	




	 	 	 1940-1943
	 	 Description:	This	subseries	contains	correspondence	with		
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	 	 	 Mr.	Smith.
	 	 Box	34	
	 	 	 Folder	1	—	Letters	about	floorboards
	 	 	 Folder	2	—	Letters	about	curtains
	 Subseries	(unnumbered)	—	Correspondence	with	Mr.	Jones,			
	 	 	 1940-1942
	 	 Description:	This	subseries	contains	correspondence	with		
	 	 	 Mr.	Jones.
	 	 Box	35	
	 	 	 Folder	1	—	Letters	about	light	fixtures
	 	 	 Folder	2	—	Letters	about	carpeting






	 	 	 <unittitle	>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Mr.	Smith
	 	 	 	 <unitdate	type=“inclusive”>
	 	 	 	 1940-1943
	 	 	 	 </unitdate>
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 <scopecontent>
	 	 	 This	subseries	contains	correspondence	with	Mr.	Smith
	 	 	 </scopecontent>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>1
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	floorboards
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>
	 	 	 </c03>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>2
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	curtains
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>





	 	 	 <unittitle	>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Mr.	Jones
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	 	 	 <unitdate	type=“inclusive”>
	 	 	 	 	 1940-1942
	 	 	 	 	 </unitdate>
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 <scopecontent>
	 	 	 This	subseries	contains	correspondence	with		Mr.	Jones
	 	 	 </scopecontent>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>1
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	light	fixtures
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>
	 	 	 </c03>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>2
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>Letters	about	carpeting
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>











by	 adding	 all	 of	 the	 files	 within	 it.	 Administrative	 software	






































also	 contained	 parts	 of	 other	 series,	 the	 container	 attribute’s	
destination	number	(the	box	number)	could	be	repeated	as	an	
attribute	within	multiple	file-level	or	other	series-level	tags,	and	







	 	 	 Folder	30	—	Letters	about	floorboards





	 	 	 Folder	32	—	Letters	about	light	fixtures










	 	 	 <unittitle	>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Mr.	Smith
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>30
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	floorboards
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>
	 	 	 </c03>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>31
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	curtains
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>









	 	 	 <unittitle	>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Mr.	Jones
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>32
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	light	fixtures
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	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>
	 	 	 </c03>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>33
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>Letters	about	carpeting
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>








	 	 	 <unittitle	>
	 	 	 Correspondence	with	Mr.	Yardley
	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 <c03	level=“file”>1
	 	 	 	 <did>
	 	 	 	 <unittitle>	Letters	about	rats
	 	 	 	 </unittitle>
	 	 	 	 </did>









EAD	 serves	 to	 enable	 advanced-search	 functionalities	 locally.	











must	 currently	 invest	 in	 composing	 compatible	 import	 and	
export	protocols.	An	optimal	standard	for	software	consciously	
structuring	 EAD	 container-level	 data	 as	 a	 whole	 would	 be	 an	
asset	 for	 both	 collection-administration	 system	 programmers	
and	archivists	at	institutions	who	just	want	to	know	“the	best”	
software	solution	for	managing	and	encoding	the	finding	aids	
for	 the	 Web.	 The	 axiom	 of	 Occam’s	 Razor,	 that	 “the	 simplest	
solution	is	probably	the	best	one,”	when	it	is	used	as	a	limit	on	
creativity	and	exploration,	is	probably	disputed	for	good	reason	







University	 Carbondale’s	 Morris	 Library	 Special	 Collections	




Mickey	 Soltys,	 the	 mentorship	 of	 Special	 Collections	 director	
Pam	Hackbart-Dean,	and	the	support	of	University	of	 Illinois	
archivists	 Chris	 Prom	 and	 Scott	 Schwartz,	 she	 recently	 led	
the	 implementation	 of	 online-finding-aid	management	 at	 her	
institution.	 Research	 support	 was	 provided	 by	 SIUC	 Morris	
Library.
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Where’s the Context? 
Enhancing Access to Digital Archives
Abigail R. Griner
provenance, vol. XXVI, 2008
I would contend that most objects of culture are . . . embedded 
within context and those contexts are embedded within other 
ones as well. So a characteristic of cultural objects is they’re 
increasingly context-dependent.
-Brian Eno, Time and Bits: Managing Digital continuity1
INTRODUCTION
 Providing access to original materials is an ethical 
responsibility for all professional archivists. In the Code of 
Ethics for Archivists, access is the sixth tenet, stating that 
archivists not only provide equal and open access to records, they 
preserve the intellectual integrity of collections.2 In an analog 
environment, this responsibility is somewhat straightforward 
1 Margaret MacLean and Ben H. Davis,  Time and Bits: Managing Digital 
continuity (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, Getty Trust), 1998, 
51.
2 “Code of Ethics for Archivists” (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 
2005), at <http://www.archivists.org/governance/handbook/app_ethics.
asp> (accessed March 4, 2009).
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and uncomplicated. However, technology has advanced rapidly 
over the past decade, and digitization projects are at the 
forefront of library and archival news. In a digital world, the 
once-simple tasks of promoting access to original materials and 
preserving their intellectual integrity are far more complicated. 
Although digitization has the potential to increase greatly a 
repository’s patron base, complex decisions arise for archivists 
when contemplating this path. Institutions must expend more of 
their resources and staff to replicate digitally the value of analog 
collections.  Many of these problems have been examined before, 
so I will address an issue that has been largely disregarded by 
archival literature: the necessity of placing digital collections 
within a broader social and historical context. 
CONTRASTING DIGITAL AND ANALOG SETTINGS
 Understanding context is vital for patrons researching 
archival collections. Unlike books, primary sources cannot 
stand by themselves. Thus, their level of description largely 
determines their long-term value. In the article “Archives 
Described at Collection Level,” Meg Sweet and David Thomas 
state: “Archival documents can only be understood in the 
context in which they were created.” Contextual information is 
also extremely critical when archival holdings contain sensitive 
subjects, topics that may be offensive to much of society 
now but were once acceptable. If understood in their proper 
historical context, these materials may not appear as offensive 
to researchers. Therefore, context is necessary for interpreting 
archival materials.3  
 Various kinds of contextual information may be obtained 
from archival collections. During their research, patrons learn 
about relationships between collections housed in the repository 
as well as in other institutions. They gather knowledge on 
historical trends, events, and figures related to the materials 
3 Meg Sweet and David Thomas, “Archives Described at Collection Level,” D-
Lib Magazine 6 (September 2000), <http://www.dlib.org/dlib/september00/
sweet/09sweet.html> (accessed March 4, 2009); see also Abby Smith, Why 
Digitize?, (Washington, D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources, 
1999, 8-9), <http://www.clir.org/pubs/reports/pub80-smith/pub80.html> 
(accessed March 4, 2009); Michael Ester, Digital Image collections: Issues 
and practices (Washington, D.C.: Commission on Preservation and Access, 
1996), 18.
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4 Aaron D. Purcell, “Providing Better Access to Manuscript Collections: A Case 
Study from the Historical Society of Washington, D.C.,” Journal of archival 
organization 1 (2002): 37, 49.
they are studying. Before researchers even view an archival 
collection, a finding aid offers them descriptive information 
to place documents in context, which is vital for them to 
understand if a specific collection is relevant to their project. By 
adding historical context within finding aids, archivists already 
enhance access to analog collections. In addition to contextual 
information in finding aids, physically viewing original materials 
teaches researchers about the provenance of a collection and its 
connections to other people, places, and times.4 
 However, the research experience in a digital environment 
is entirely different from an analog setting. In an actual research 
room, users have the opportunity to examine whole boxes of 
materials, seeing the relationship between documents, folders, 
and series, and the correlation between these, the overarching 
collection, and even other collections held in the repository. 
The experience is very personal, and patrons often feel a strong 
connection to the physical materials. This does not occur in a 
digital environment, though. Researchers often find materials 
on the Internet by using a search engine, which leads them to the 
type of archival items they may or may not need without any way 
of showing how they reached them.  Also, if users find digitized 
archives by browsing popular Web sites, they may not realize 
that certain images or documents have been decontextualized 
or misinterpreted. In most cases, even archival Web sites 
contain such minimal descriptive information that researchers 
could easily misinterpret their value or fail to see any relation to 
their studies. If digital archives do not provide patrons enough 
information to detail clearly the provenance and context of 
their holdings, the researchers will not be able to determine 
the reliability and quality of the evidence before them. In an 
analog setting, the researcher and archivist both have certain 
expectations and assumptions, but this is not true in a digital 
environment where archivists have no knowledge of who is 
viewing their collections, their level of research experience, or 
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the particular information for which they are looking.5 Thus, the 
success of researchers in the digital setting depends even more 
on how well archivists do their jobs.
TRANSLATING ARCHIVAL COLLECTIONS ONLINE
 Most archivists focus on the importance of provenance 
and chronology when creating their finding aids, providing 
detailed description of a collection as a whole, and only briefly 
summarizing individual series. This is a standard method 
and has been somewhat successful in an analog environment. 
However, it is not necessarily the best approach in a digital 
world. Even the General International Standard for archival 
Description, or ISaD(G), provides guidelines for archival 
description that do not always apply to digital spaces. Perhaps 
this is because ISaD(G) was developed at a time when digital 
space was first becoming a reality. For instance, the guidelines 
state that it is necessary to provide information relevant to the 
level of description. However, Abby Smith points out that online 
researchers want more information than most finding aids 
contain, especially in an environment where they cannot see the 
actual records and no reference archivist is readily available to 
assist them, as in a physical archives.6 
 Based on usability tests conducted at my institution, I 
have found that researchers tend to expect digital collections 
and finding aids to be more organized, better documented, 
5 Smith, Why Digitize?, 8-9; Bradley L. Schaffner, “Electronic Resources: A 
Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing?,” college and research Libraries 62 (May 2001): 
243; Christine L. Borgman, “The Invisible Library: Paradox of the Global 
Information Structure,” Library Trends 51 (Spring 2003): 18-19, <http://
www.ideals.uiuc.edu/bitstream/handle/2142/8487/librarytrendsv51i4j_opt.
pdf?sequence=1> (accessed May 26, 2009); Sweet and Thomas, “Archives 
Described at Collection Level.” Borgman, Schaffner, Sweet, and Thomas all 
discuss problems with search engines stripping context from digital items. 
Elizabeth Hallam Smith, “Lost in Cyberspace: Have Archives a Future?” (pa-
per presented at the Australian Society of Archivists Conference, Melbourne, 
Australia, August 19, 2000), 10, <http://www.archivists.org.au/files/Confer-
ence_Papers/2000/hallamsmith.pdf> (accessed March 4, 2009).  
6 Sweet and Thomas, “Archives Described at Collection Level”; ISaD(G): Gen-
eral International Standard archival Description (Ottawa: International 
Council on Archives, 2000), <http://www.ica.org/sites/default/files/isad_g_
2e.pdf> (accessed May 26, 2009); Smith, Why Digitize?, 8-9.
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and simpler to use than an actual physical archive. They 
want to understand fully the historical and social contexts of 
the collection materials they are browsing online. Avoiding 
redundancy of information is another ISaD(G) guideline that 
may need to be altered in a digital environment. Researchers 
may come across an archives page without understanding the 
path they took to get there. In order to avoid redundancy, an 
archivist might not have included contextual information on the 
accessed page or a link to it because the details are included 
on another Web page.  But unless this is clearly stated, patrons 
may not understand it and fail to realize an item is relevant to 
their research. 
 It is important to note that much of the general public 
has extremely limited experience with archival sources, so few 
people have the research skills necessary to use primary sources 
effectively. But archival institutions still insist on digitizing 
collections for the Internet. Digitization allows researchers 
easier access to materials, but if they do not understand how 
to use original documents, digital archives will still not be an 
accessible research tool for them. Therefore, archival Web 
sites need to be simple for all user levels and include detailed 
explanations on their subject matter. Guidance on using 
archival collections or links to sites that provide tutorials on 
using archives would also add value. Otherwise, institutions are 
only reaching the same audience, those who already conduct 
research in a physical repository. In many cases, they are losing 
a younger, more computer-savvy group of potential patrons by 
failing to design user-friendly, archival Web sites.7  
LITERATURE REVIEW
 Although context is vital to understanding primary 
sources, many authors only briefly acknowledge the necessity 
of providing contextual information to digital collections. Diane 
Zorich’s book, Managing Digital assets, includes only two 
brief paragraphs on contextual information, referencing related 
technical issues. Donald Waters and John Garrett’s 1996 volume 
does the same, but in more detail. Much literature focuses 
7 Abby Smith, Strategies for Building Digitized collections (Washington, 
D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources, 2001), <http://www.
clir.org/pubs/reports/pub101/contents.html> (accessed March 4, 2009).
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8 Diane Zorich, Managing Digital assets: options for cultural and educa-
tional organizations (Lose Angeles: Getty Information Institute, 1999), 62; 
Donald Waters and John Garrett, preserving Digital Information: a report 
of the Task Force on archiving Digital Information (Washington, D.C.: Coun-
cil on Library and Information Resources, 1996), <http://www.clir.org/pubs/
reports/pub63watersgarrett.pdf> (accessed May 26, 2009).
9 Stephen E. Ostrow, Digitizing Historical pictorial collections for the Inter-
net (Washington, D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources, 1998), 
<http://www.clir.org/pubs/reports/ostrow/pub71.html> (accessed March 
4, 2009); Anne J. Gilliland-Swetland, enduring paradigm, new opportu-
nities: The value of the archival perspective in the Digital environment 
(Washington, D.C.: Council on Library and Information Resources, 2000), 
<http://www.clir.org/pubs/reports/pub89/contents.html> (accessed March 
4, 2009).
on contextual information in relation to metadata, though. 
Metadata is an excellent tool when digitizing collections, but 
researchers cannot see this information so it is not helpful for 
users who are trying to understand the social and historical 
context of materials.  It is useful when implementing a searchable 
database of collections, but for patrons who would like to browse 
collections serendipitously, it is not a viable tool.8  
 Conversely, Stephen E. Ostrow acknowledges the 
importance of contextual information in relation to digital 
historical-image collections. He emphasizes the advantage 
of having a reading-room experience viewing photographs 
because researchers develop a greater understanding of a 
whole image collection by looking at folders within a box series, 
viewing groups of images at a time, and understanding their 
relation to each other and their role in the collection itself. Anne 
J. Gilliland-Swetland also discusses archival theory within 
a digital environment and the centrality of context but does 
not approach any specific problems associated with providing 
contextual information for digital archives. Still, she does 
successfully examine the disparity between concerns within the 
archival community and those in the library field in terms of 
digitization.9  
 Abby Smith gives the topic significant attention in two 
articles written for the Council on Library and Information 
Resources.  Smith states that the analog and digital environment 
are significantly different, and a digital setting hinders researchers 
because a computer “flattens and decontextualizes” original 
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10 Smith, Strategies for Building Digitized collections; Smith, Why Digitize?, 
8-9; Purcell, “Providing Better Access,” 35.
materials. She also maintains that archivists and librarians 
must carefully detail the digital collections they offer, even 
more so than analog materials.  According to Smith, digitized 
items should actually be considered publications because they 
must be accompanied by an extensive amount of descriptive 
information in order to be understood in their broader historical 
and social context on the Internet. Aaron Purcell considers the 
issue as well, arguing that since digitization has become popular, 
archivists have focused on the technology issues associated with 
migrating archival materials to an electronic format, but in the 
process they have largely neglected content and context.10  
TAKING A CUE FROM LIBRARIES
 Perhaps the lack of archival literature on context and 
digital archives is related to the difference between perspectives 
in the library and archival fields. More libraries than archives 
have recently digitized their collections, particularly books and 
journals, but it does not necessarily hurt the value of these single-
level items if context is not provided. Researchers may still gather 
quality information because they are meant to be examined as 
independent works. In contrast, archival collections are more 
valuable to patrons if viewed in terms of their provenance and 
historical context. Therefore, it seems the dire need for more 
literature on contextual information is related to the scarcity of 
resources for digitization projects in the archival world. 
 In many ways, archivists as well as librarians are still 
in the learning stages when it comes to digitization, and it is 
clear there are still no professional guidelines for certain areas 
of description for online collections. Libraries have more 
experience in digitization issues but library-and-information-
science (LIS) theory is vastly different from archival theory. 
Although archives are generally studied in conjunction with LIS 
and history, archives in fact makeup a separate discipline with 
a unique body of theory, research, and professional experience. 
This can be detrimental to or work against expanding the 
archive research base. Thus, archivists need to develop their own 
digitization guidelines, and understand clearly the differences 
between digital libraries and digital archives. In considering 
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11 Gilliland-Swetland, enduring paradigm.
this, archival institutions may begin to realize that the costs 
of digitizing archives are much higher in terms of time and 
resources than for creating digital libraries.  
CHALLENGES TO PROVIDING CONTEXT
 Several explanations may exist for the lack of contextual 
information on many archival Web sites. First, the nature of each 
collection is different, according to size, provenance, format, and 
research value. Most researchers would like all collections to be 
digitized, but this is not practical due to the lack of resources and 
funding within archival institutions. Therefore, archivists must 
select materials for digitization carefully. If an archivist selects 
a smaller, more manageable collection to digitize, it is generally 
easier to find contextual information because the description 
of each series is usually more detailed than that of a larger 
collection. This is not always the case, though, particularly if an 
archivist did not understand the research value of a collection at 
the time it was processed. In this case and that of other, larger 
archival collections, the lack of descriptive information will 
make it much more difficult for an archivist to provide context in 
an online environment. Also, to represent the content of larger 
collections, groups of individual documents or photographs are 
usually digitized instead of the entire collections. In this case, it 
is critical to provide contextual information since researchers 
are unable to compare all the records within series. 
 Deciding the amount of contextual information to include 
in a digital collection is a very difficult choice, and archivists must 
approach this on a case-by-case basis. According to Gilliland-
Swetland, “the key is to explain the physical aspects and 
intellectual structure of the collection that may not be apparent 
and to provide enough contextual information for the user to 
understand the historical circumstances and organizational 
processes of the object’s creation.”11 Some collections need little 
contextual information because the materials presented are 
fairly straightforward, particularly if they are small in size and 
created by a familiar individual or organization.  Every archival 
institution should have a policy regarding their digital-collection 
presence and the inclusion of relevant contextual information 
should be detailed in this policy. 
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12 Waters and Garrett, preserving Digital Information, 26; Ester, Digital Im-
age collections, 19; Kenneth Thibodeau, “Building the Archives of the Future: 
Advances in Preserving Electronic Records at the National Archives and Re-
cords Administration,” D-Lib Magazine 7 (February 2001), <http://www.
dlib.org/dlib/february01/thibodeau/02thibodeau.html> (accessed March 4, 
2009).
13 Samuel Gustman et al., eds., “Supporting Access to Large Oral History Ar-
chives” (paper presented at the International Conference on Digital Librar-
ies, Portland, Ore., June 14-18, 2002), 9 <http://portal.acm.org/citation.
cfm?doid=544220.544224> (accessed March 4, 2009); Ostrow, Digitizing 
Historical pictorial collections.
 For collections lacking contextual information within 
their finding aids, archivists need to perform more research 
to decide on an appropriate amount of information to add 
for digital reproductions. It is also vital for research work to 
determine contextual information to be done prior to or at the 
time of digitization. If not, vital information will be lost.12 There 
are different methods of providing descriptive information 
other than rewriting current finding aids, though.  Presenting 
a timeline of events relevant to the collection may be helpful. 
Users can then relate and compare items to each other and 
the larger collection as a whole in reference to the events 
described. Events on the timeline may be linked to a database 
detailing these topics. Links to people, place names, and images 
mentioned could also contribute in determining context. 
Linking to other similar records may be an option as well. When 
considering the importance of context, archivists must realize 
that ultimately it may be more practical to digitize more than 
less in many cases because researchers often draw context by 
seeing the relationship between records in a collection. Thus, 
archivists might consider digitizing collections that are related 
to one another or focus on some of the same topics. Therefore, 
regardless of the finding aid, additional contextual information 
may be identical for a certain group of collections.13 
 Employing any of these methods is quite labor intensive 
but the context it provides is very beneficial. Before digitization, 
archivists must understand the need for extremely descriptive 
information that details the context of archival materials. Their 
understanding of this will alter decisions when selecting materials 
because collections with limited background information will 
require much more time, effort, and resources for the institution. 
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14 Sweet and Thomas, “Archives Described at Collection Level.”
15 Smith, “Lost in Cyberspace,” 10.
This may explain why many archival Web sites do not provide the 
information needed for researchers to understand the historical 
and social contexts of archival documents, photographs, and 
other materials. Archivists often fail to see the disparity between 
a research experience in an analog environment and a digital 
one. But they must learn methods to add value to digital items 
in order to produce digital collections more similar to analog 
records; providing contextual information is a significant way to 
do just that. The digital environment is changing the nature of 
research. We have a professional obligation to enable new types 
of research facilitated by a digital environment.
CONCLUSION
 In order to determine the needs of researchers in an 
online environment, actual surveys should be conducted on 
user behavior on archival Web sites. Sweet and Thomas state 
that, “In practice many archive users require clear, accurate and 
searchable descriptions of individual files (or their equivalents). 
They then move ‘bottom upwards’ to see the context in which 
the documents were created and used.”14 This may or may not be 
true, but where is the documented research for this conclusion? 
And, if it is true, what should be the major priorities for archivists 
before posting digital collections to the Internet? 
 Archivists simply need to decide where their priorities lie 
and which ethical responsibilities are more important to them:
providing equal access to online users and patrons in a physical 
archive or preserving the intellectual integrity of archival 
materials by including information that clearly communicates 
their historical and social contexts? (These may or may not 
be mutually exclusive.) Archival repositories hold valuable 
materials that the general public may have no knowledge of but 
which have the potential to make a great contribution to society. 
Thus, archival institutions have the ethical responsibility to 
disseminate this information to the public for the greater good. 
Otherwise, they will negate the potential of digital archives and 
their efforts will be for naught.15  
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17 Ibid.
 Digitization in archives is often a choice between 
“depth and breadth.”16 Due to limited staff, resources, and 
time, many archival institutions end up choosing to digitize 
smaller collections in their entirety or a sizeable amount of 
materials within a range of large collections and including some 
contextual information from their current finding aids rather 
than expending time and effort to assess the finding aids to 
see if more research needs to be conducted in order to provide 
better description. Thus, quantity of digitized collections, not 
quality of information, becomes the priority. This is often a 
response to outside pressures from users demanding better 
access. Nonetheless, it is important to understand what kind of 
access is most beneficial to users instead of folding to impatient 
researchers.17  
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1	The	blurbs	appear	in	the	front	matter	of	the	Riverhead	Books	paperback	edi-
tion	of	CivilWarLand in Bad Decline	(New	York:	Riverhead	Books,	1997).	
Archival Work in a Surreal World: 




CivilWarLand in Bad Decline,	 came	 out	 in	 1996	 reviewers	
emphasized	 the	 surrealism	of	his	fictional	world	of	 run-down	
theme	 parks	 and	 virtual-reality	 franchise	 businesses:	 “…	 a	
nightmarish	 post-apocalyptic	 world	 that	 might	 have	 been	
envisioned	 by	 Walt	 Disney	 on	 acid,”	 wrote	 the	 philadelphia 
Inquirer,	 while	 newsweek	 called	 it	 “a	 cybernetic,	 post-
apocalyptic	dystopia.”1
	 Saunders’s	 settings	 may	 be	 surreal,	 but	 the	 work	
that	 his	 characters	 perform	 in	 the	 CivilWarLand	 stories	 is	
grounded	in	the	reality	of	contemporary	records	management.	
In	“The	400-Pound	CEO,”	the	title	character	works	at	Humane	
Raccoon	 Alternatives,	 a	 company	 that	 claims	 to	 relocate	
problem	 raccoons	 to	 the	 countryside	 while	 actually	 killing	
them.	 Still	 a	 lowly	 employee,	 not	 yet	 a	 CEO,	 he	 completes	
routine	paperwork—“Post-burial	I	write	up	the	invoices	and	a	







we	 set	 them	 free”—while	 lusting	 after	 Freeda,	 the	 company’s	
“document	 placement	 and	 retrieval	 specialist.”2	 In	 the	 title	
story,	“CivilWarLand	in	Bad	Decline,”	the	narrator	works	at	a	
historical	theme	park	of	questionable	accuracy,	located	on	the	
old	McKinnon	 family	property:	 “Their	homestead’s	 long	gone	






scenes,	 he	 faxes	 in	 a	 “Daily	 Partner	 Performance	 Evaluation	
Form,”	which	he	completes	with	incorrect	information	in	order	
to	keep	his	underperforming	coworker	from	being	fired.
	 Theme	 parks	 and	 small-animal	 slaughter	 aside,	
Saunders’s	 fictional	 world	 is	 one	 that	 records	 managers	 and	
archivists	will	find	familiar.	In	the	story	“CivilWarLand,”	records	




Despite	 the	 decline	 in	 visitation	 (for	 which	 random	 attacks	
by	teenage	gangs	are	partly	to	blame),	the	narrator	carries	on	
with	 his	 work,	 which	 includes	 a	 “Verisimilitude	 Evaluation,”	
















as	 an	 engineer,	 he	 did	 not	 have	 the	 typical	 writer’s	 education.	 In	 the	 same	
interview,	he	mentions	the	kind	of	paperwork	he	had	to	do	in	a	former	job:	





10	 Kenneth	 E.	 Foote,	 “To	 Remember	 and	 Forget:	 Archives,	 Memory,	 and	
Culture,”	american archivist	53	(Summer	1990):	378-393,	rpt.	in	american 














have	 a	 broader	 significance	 as	 “society’s	 collective	 memory,”	
in	the	words	of	Kenneth	E.	Foote,	a	scholar	of	geography	and	













17	 James	 M.	 O’Toole,	 “On	 the	 Idea	 of	 Permanence,”	 american archivist	 52	





is	 reviewing	 the	 “Verisimilitude	 Irregularities	 List.”13	 This	 is	
the	 kind	 of	 problem	 he	 has	 to	 deal	 with:	 “Mr.	 Grayson,	 Staff	
Ornithologist,	 has	 recently	 recalculated	 and	 estimates	 that	 to	
accurately	approximate	the	1865	bird	population	we’ll	need	to	
eliminate	 a	 couple	 hundred	 orioles	 or	 so.”14	 Records	 become	
archives	 become	 memory.	 “CivilWarLand”	 asks,	 If	 Employee	
Retrospectives	record	our	lives	today,	what	kind	of	history	are	
we	creating	for	tomorrow?	How	will	we	be	remembered?	
	 Records	 are	 not	 the	 only	 source	 of	 information	 in	
“CivilWarLand.”	People	are	sources	of	history,	too—but	this	is	













with	 the	 McKinnons	 serve	 as	 a	 reminder	 that	 something	 was	
lost	in	the	transition	from	oral	to	written	culture.	As	historian	











	 “Everything	 in	 the	 world	 is	 holy	 and	 unholy	 at	 the	
same	 time,”	 Saunders	 said	 in	 a	 new York Times Magazine 






the	 McKinnon	 family:	 “In	 front	 of	 Information	 Hoedown	 I	
see	the	McKinnons	cavorting.	I	get	closer	and	see	that	they’re	
not	 cavorting	 at	 all,	 they’ve	 inadvertently	 wandered	 too	 close	
to	 their	 actual	 death	 site	 and	 are	 being	 compelled	 to	 act	 out	
again	and	again	the	last	minutes	of	their	lives.”19	We	learn	that	
Mr.	 McKinnon,	 his	 mental	 health	 damaged	 by	 his	 wartime	
service—the	 experience	 at	 Antietam	 that	 the	 narrator	 hoped	
to	 access—murdered	 his	 own	 family	 and	 then	 took	 his	 own	
life.	 As	 Foote,	 the	 geographer,	 has	 written,	 our	 society	 often	
wants	to	commemorate	violent	but	meaningful	events	(such	as	
wars),	while	erasing	the	memory	of	events	that	are	violent	but	
apparently	 meaningless	 (such	 as	 murders):	 “A	 society’s	 need	
to	 remember	 is	 balanced	 against	 its	 desire	 to	 forget….	 If	 the	








	 In	 “CivilWarLand,”	 “The	 400-Pound	 CEO,”	 and	
“Pastoralia,”	the	comically	heroic	characters	persist	in	displaying	












selling	 the	 memories	 of	 an	 elderly	 woman	 as	 educational	
software.	Even	more	directly	than	“CivilWarLand,”	it	is	a	story	




“The	 archive	 is	 not	 potentially	 made	 up	 of	 everything,	 as	 is	
human	memory.”21	Postmodernism,	by	questioning	the	power	
of	 archival	 institutions	 and	 broadening	 the	 definition	 of	 “the	
archive,”	has	challenged	longstanding	recordkeeping	practices—
a	 challenge	 to	 which	 archivists	 have	 only	 recently	 begun	 to	
respond.22	Saunders’s	work	suggests	another	kind	of	response,	
in	fiction.	While	his	characters	struggle	to	transcend	the	records	
that	 make	 their	 lives	 small,	 his	 stories	 themselves	 document	
the	emotions	and	experiences	that	would	go	unrecorded	if	not	
preserved	in	the	archives	of	fiction.	
Erica Olsen	 is	 a	 writer	 and	 a	 contract	 archivist	 who	 has	
worked	most	recently	at	Edge	of	the	Cedars	State	Park	Museum	





Archival Internships: A Guide for Faculty, Supervisors, 
and Students.	 By	 Jeannette	 A.	 Bastian	 and	 Donna	 Webber	
(Chicago:	Society	of	American	Archivists,	2008.	Illustrated	with	
bibliography	and	index.	117	pp.).














In fact, even as the definition of an archival education continues 
to	develop,	the	authors	point	out	that	there	was	a	time	when	a	
77Book	Reviews
history degree and field experience constituted the education and 
training	of	an	archivist.	More	recently,	an	M.L.S.	or	an	M.A.	in	
history with internships in archival settings have qualified many a 
professional archives manager. But always the internship figures 
prominently	in	the	archives	education.	
	 The	 nature	 of	 archival	 work—that	 is,	 its	 unique	 and	
idiosyncratic	features	from	one	archives	setting	to	another—can	
defy a theoretical, classroom education. Thus, field experience 




















	 While	 discussing	 the	 characteristics	 of	 a	 successful	
internship	 program,	 archival Internships	 does	 not	 shy	 away	
from	discussions	of	 the	uncommunicative	 site	 supervisor,	 the	
uninquisitive	intern,	or	the	preoccupied	academic	advisor.	We	




	 Forms	 in	 the	 book	 include	 sample	 internship	 job	
announcements,	 intern	 work	 plans,	 internship	 applications,	
faculty	expectations	for	educational	requirements,	and	evaluation	








	 Consistent	 structure,	 management,	 and	 evaluation	 are	
the	key	elements	of	standardized	internships,	as	are,	of	course,	
communication	 at	 all	 levels	 and	 among	 all	 the	 players.	 The	
needs	of	the	internship	site	supervisor	ideally	will	be	met	as	the	
intern	is	gaining	meaningful	work	experience.	This	balanced	and	
thorough	manual	 should	prove	an	excellent	 road	map	 for	 the	
many	repositories	that	sponsor	interns,	leaving	little	room	for	
vague	expectations	or	student	disappointment.	
	 As	 the	authors	point	out,	 in	 the	best	of	all	worlds,	 the	
student	learns	to	apply	classroom	theory,	develops	professional	




College and University Archives: Readings in Theory 
and Practice.	Edited	by	Christopher	J.	Prom	and	Ellen	D.	Swain	
(Chicago:	Society	of	American	Archivists,	2008.	360	pp.).
	 In	 1979	 the	 Society	 of	 American	 Archivists	 published	
college and University archives: Selected readings,	a	volume	




first century has been long overdue. college and University 





a	 list	of	authors	 that	reads	 like	a	“Who’s	Who”	of	college	and	
university	archivists.	Besides	the	editors,	contributors	 include	









technology,	 the	 importance	 of	 cooperation	 and	 collaboration	
beyond	 the	 archives’	 walls,	 and	 the	 necessity	 for	 a	 proactive	
approach	in	undertaking	the	academic	archival	enterprise”	(vii).	
These	 themes	 are	 played	 out	 in	 a	 series	 of	 thirteen	 chapters,	
divided into four broad topics:  “Redefining the Role of College 
and	 University	 Archives,”	 “Capturing	 Campus	 Histories,”	
“Managing Efficient Programs,” and “Serving Our Users.” 
 The first section on the changing role of college and 
university	archives	opens	with	a	chapter	by	Nicholas	Burckel,	the	
only	contributor	with	articles	in	both	the	1979	and	2008	volumes.	
He is therefore in a unique position to reflect upon the advances 
of	the	last	thirty	years.	Interestingly,	Burckel’s	basic	advice—to	


















that	 documents	 student	 life	 and	 culture	 through	 interviews	
with	 alumni.	 Kathryn	 Neal	 (Chapter	 5)	 provides	 an	 excellent	
summation	of	the	new	guidelines	that	promote	documentation	of	




policy for faculty papers. This seminal article, first published in 
american archivist in 2002, has already proved influential in 
the	development	of	new	collection	policies	for	these	papers	in	
other	parts	of	the	country.		
	 In	 perhaps	 the	 most	 provocative	 essay	 of	 the	 entire	
volume,	 Christopher	 J.	 Prom	 writes	 on	 new	 approaches	 to	




level of detail in finding aids, as well as the complex tools used 
to	 create	 them.	 According	 to	 Prom,	 archivists	 must	 increase	
access	to	their	collections	by	employing	a	variety	of	strategies,	




	 The	 final	 section,	 “Serving	 Our	 Users,”	 continues	
the	 theme	 of	 maximizing	 access	 to	 archival	 collections.	 The	
articles reflect the growing concern among archivists of how 
to	appropriately	assess	and	respond	 to	 the	needs	of	 the	ever-
changing	user	population.	Tim	Pyatt	(Chapter	10)	recommends	
balancing	the	issue	of	providing	access	with	those	of	privacy	and	
confidentiality. Similarly, Kenneth Crews (Chapter 11) advocates 
balance in allowing access within the confines of copyright law. 
In	a	reprint	of	a	2001	article	(Chapter	12),	Richard	Szary	notes	
the potential of encoded finding aids to provide more collections 
in	 a	 recognizable,	 standardized	 form.	 Unfortunately,	 as	 Prom	
notes	in	Chapter	8,	this	potential	has	not	yet	been	realized.	The	
final chapter (Chapter 13), by Elizabeth Yakel, recommends 
connecting	 with	 users	 to	 enhance	 reference.	 Yakel’s	 excellent	
article	should	be	required	reading	for	all	archivists	involved	in	
reference	services.
	 Archivists	 with	 small	 budgets	 and	 staffs	 may	 become	
overwhelmed	by	the	number	and	variety	of	recommendations	
contained	in	this	volume.	As	Prom	notes	in	his	chapter,	archivists	




the confines of what is possible in our specific situations. Prom 
advocates	 better	 management	 of	 processing	 as	 a	 means	 to	






Rescuing Family Records: A Disaster Planning Guide.	
By	David	Carmicheal	(Iowa	City,	Ia:	Council	of	State	Archivists,	
2007.	24	pp.).
	 In	 light	 of	 the	 number	 of	 natural	 disasters	 that	 have	
occurred	 in	 the	 last	 few	 years,	 this	 booklet	 provides	 a	 much-
needed	informative	introduction	for	those	who	want	to	understand	
better	how	to	protect	their	records.	rescuing Family records: 
a Disaster planning Guide	is	written	in	a	straightforward	and	
simplified manner. Most people understand the need to protect 
their	information	but	are	unsure	how	to	start	and	what	should	
be	protected.	This	booklet	addresses	these	issues.
	 Chapter	 1	 asks	 the	 all-important	 question,	 Are	 you	
prepared?,	 for	 the	 list	 of	 potential	 manmade	 and	 natural	
disasters. Loss of identification, whether through theft or natural 
disaster,	is	a	life-altering	experience.	Chapter	2	discusses	why	
records are important and how the loss of identification and 









on others to maintain a copy of one’s legal and financial records. 









files and updating software is also included.    
	 Organizations	 such	 as	 state	 and	 local	 emergency-
management agencies, as well as fire and police departments, 
should	have	this	booklet	available	for	individuals	to	purchase.	
The	information	contained	in	the	booklet	will	enable	potential	
evacuees	 to	 plan	 and	 prepare	 an	 evacuation	 kit	 before	 it	 is	
needed.	






	 A	 CD-ROM	 of	 the	 work	 including	 printable	 checklists	
















David B. Gracy II Award
a $200 prize is presented annually to the author of the best 
article in Provenance. named after David b. Gracy II, founder and 
first editor of Georgia Archive (the precursor of Provenance), the 
award began in 1990 with volume VIII. It is judged by members 
of Provenance’s editorial board.
sheila mcalister won  the 2007 David b. Gracy II award for 
her paper, “Designing a Preservation survey: the Digital Library 
of Georgia.”
Editorial Policy
members of the society of Georgia archivists, and others 
with professional interest in the aims of the society, are invited 
to submit manuscripts for consideration and to suggest areas of 
concern or subjects which they feel should be included in forth-
coming issues of Provenance.
manuscripts and related correspondence should be ad-
dressed to Editor brian Wilson, Georgia archives, 5800 Jones-
boro road, morrow, Ga 30260;  e-mail: bwilson@sos.ga.gov.
review materials and related correspondence should be sent 
to reviews Editor randall s. Gooden, Clayton state university/
Georgia archives, c/o Georgia archives, 5800 Jonesboro road, 
morrow, Ga 30260; e-mail: randallGooden@clayton.edu.
an editorial board appraises submitted manuscripts in terms 
of appropriateness, scholarly worth, and clarity of writing. 
Contributors should not submit manuscripts simultaneously 
for publication in any other journal. only manuscripts which have 
not been previously published will be accepted, and authors must 
agree not to publish elsewhere, without explicit written permis-
sion, a paper submitted to and accepted by Provenance.
two  complimentary copies of Provenance will be provided 
to all authors and reviewers.
Letters to the editor which include pertinent and construc-
tive comments or criticisms of articles or reviews recently pub-
lished by Provenance are welcome. ordinarily such letters should 
not exceed 300 words.
Provenance 200884
Manuscript Requirements
manuscripts should be submitted as Word documents or 
as unformatted asCII-preferred documents. Notes should be 
unembedded endnotes, not footnotes. 
text, references, and endnotes should conform to copyright 
regulations and to accepted scholarly standards. this is the 
author’s responsibility. Provenance uses The Chicago Manual of 
Style, 15th edition, and Webster’s New International Dictionary 
of the English Language, 3d edition (G. & C. merriam Co.) as its 
standards for style, spelling, and punctuation. 
use of terms which have special meaning for archivists, 
manuscripts curators, and records managers should conform 
to the definitions in Richard Pearce-Moses, ed., A Glossary for 
Archivists, Manuscripts Curators, and Records Managers (Chi-
cago: saa, 2005). Copies of this glossary may be purchased from 
the society of american archivists, 17 north state street, suite 
1425, Chicago, IL 60602-3315; <www.archivists.org>.
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